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The Impact of Three Influential Theorists within Education and Policy
The Welsh government is in the process of implementing the new National Curriculum for Wales. This new curriculum has been greatly influenced, not only by the Donaldson report – Successful Futures (Donaldson, 2015) and other reviews such as the Rose Review (Rose, 2009) and the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC, 1990) but also by the work of educational theorists regarding  Cognitive Learning Theory and Social Learning Theory and marks a moving away from Conditioning Theory and Behaviourism.
This academic assignment will compare and critically analyse the work of three educational theorists and their works impact on educational policy and practice.  First, I will discuss the renowned Behaviouralist, Burrhus Skinner (1904 – 1990), who’s seminal work on Operant Conditioning can be used to shape learning and behaviour. One will then describe the theory of Jean Piaget (1896 – 1980), whose ideas on Constructivism have led to the understanding of cognitive development as a process. Finally, one will discuss the teachings of Lev Vygotsky (1896 – 1934), whose theory of Social Constructivism has built on Piaget’s work, adding the concept that learning comes not only from the solo endeavour, but through social interactions with teachers and learners. 
[bookmark: _Hlk21530170]The prominent Behaviouralist Skinner considered free will an illusion (Mcleod, 2019).  He  built on Pavlovian thinking regarding conditioned response and based his experiments on Thorndike’s (1898) law of effect (Mcleod, 2018) to further develop his theory of Operant Conditioning (Bates, 2019, p. 34). Through experiments on rats he determined that behaviour patterns develop as consequences of previous actions; if the consequence of a previous action was positive then the action will probably be repeated, but if the consequence was negative then the action will probably not be repeated (Burnham, 2018).  If a desired behaviour is rewarded it is said to have been reinforced and more likely to be repeated, this is called positive reinforcement, but behaviour that is not positively reinforced is gradually extinguished.  While punishers can also be used to decrease the unwanted behaviour (Mcleod, 2018),  negative reinforcements can also be used.  This refers to a behaviour that has been strengthened by subtracting an aversive stimuli such as mental or physical discomfort (Cherry, 2019). Skinner went on to theorise that when children are learning, they are more likely to apply themselves when their endeavours are rewarded.  This could simply be the use of praise, encouragement and affirmation as well as more formal behaviour modification such as using sticker charts and token economies (Burnham, 2018) (Mcleod, 2018).  
Chris Watkins (2003) states that Behaviourism has greatly influenced the view of learning called ‘teaching as being taught’ (TBT) which refers to “teaching is telling and learning is listening” (Watkins, 2003).  This automatic transmission-led approach denies the learners involvement in their own learning experience and perceives the active mind as a hindrance (Watkins, 2003, p. 11) and has questionable ethics in the power balance between teacher and learner (Bates, 2019, p. 27).   It is pertinent to note that in later life Skinner expressed doubts about the effectiveness of using Operant Conditioning on individuals, stating that “the person who has been punished is not less inclined to behave in a given way: at best, he learns to avoid punishment” (Campbell & Tawdey, 2016, p. 65).
Unlike Skinner who only studies observable, quantifiable events, the renowned cognitive learning theorist, Piaget was a Developmental Psychologist, whose focus was epistemology. he suggested that learning was neither completely intrinsic or extrinsic but that the pupil’s interactions with their environment generate learning (Mooney, 2000, p. 61).  In a contrast to Behaviourism and TBT, Piaget believed that “construction is superior to instruction” (Mooney, 2000, p. 61)  and that pupils learn best when they are investigating situations for themselves, fulfilling their curiosity, rather than being instructed (Mooney, 2000, p. 62). In fact, Piaget described children as ‘lone scientists’ and did not recognise the role of teachers or adults in the learning process (Eddie, 2010).   In this regard Piaget’s theories of Constructivism relate to the conception that ‘Learning is Individual Sense-Making’ (LIS) and that “learning is the activity of the learner, s/he is active in constructing sense from the environment, not passively receiving it” (Watkins, 2003, p. 12).    Piaget believed that through interacting with the environment in play or everyday life, the brain develops constructs called schema.  These schemata are the way young children make sense of the world, starting with the simplest schema and continually assimilating and accommodating, developing new schema, as new information to form complex mental constructs: this is called adaptation. (Graf & Birch, 2009, p. 5)  (Eddie, 2010).  
Piaget’s work on Developmental Stage Theory was based on close observation of children at play and led to the concept of four distinct  stages of development (Graf & Birch, 2009, p. 5); the sensorimotor stage, (0 – 18 months) when learners interact through senses and reflex; the pre-operational stage, (18 months – 6 years) when pupils aquire the capability to systematize objects logically; the concrete operational stage, (6 – 12 years) when ideas based on experiences start to become more evolved,  this ties in with key stage 2 (GOV.UK, 2019); formal and operational (12 years and older) when conceptual and theoretical thinking start to develop,  this links to key stage three (GOV.UK, 2019) (Mooney, 2000, p. 64).  The modern view that teaching should be monitored using targets and tests has been influenced by Piaget’s work on the 4 stages of development as children can only learn new concepts when at the right age to learn (Bates, 2019, p. 50).  Piaget’s teachings regarding children learning through play informs the new curriculum as set out in the Foundation Phase and Successful Futures Curriculum Framework where it states:
“Children learn through first-hand experiential activities with ‘play’ providing the vehicle. Through play, children practise and consolidate their learning, play with ideas, experiment, take risks, solve problems, and make decisions individually, in small and in large groups” (Welsh Government, 2015, p. 5).  
It should be noted that risk assessments should be carried out prior to  learners taking part in experimental indoor and outdoor play, thus ensuring experiential learning takes place without un-necessary risk (Burnham, 2018, p. 18).
Piaget’s views that children learn in isolation from their teachers and adults contrasts with the social constructivist theories of Lev Vygotsky.  Vygotsky was a renowned Humanist who agreed with Piaget that children learn through interacting with their environment, but added that “knowledge and thought are constructed through social interaction with family, friends, teachers and peers” (Bates, 2019, p. 48) whom he referred to as “Most Knowledgeable Others (MKOs) (IBID).   Vygotsky’s theories are represented in the conception that ‘Learning is Building Knowledge As Part Of Doing Things With Others’ (LBKO), which represents the belief that “learners act as partners, communicate in relation to their activity, involve themselves in dialogue and create a joint product” (Watkins, 2003, p. 14).  Vygotsky stated that the process of learning through social interaction is called the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD), it refers to the gap between what the child will learn independently and what they will learn in 
conjunction with MKOs.  Therefore, the teachers role is to guide and scaffold the child to work at the upper end of their ZPD (Graf & Birch, 2009, p. 8) (Bates, 2019, p. 48) (Mooney, 2000, p. 84).  
[bookmark: _GoBack]Dissimilar to Piaget and Skinner, Vygotsky was opposed to the analysis of children’s abilities through intelligence tests, he thought careful observation of children was just as valid as test results and that children went through stages of learning at differing timescales. (Mooney, 2000, p. 82). This underpins current thinking as  teachers in the foundation phase carry out observations to inform what level of development the child is at and to assess whether they are learning in their ZPD as well as to reflect on what their interests are (Burnham, 2018, p. 89) (Bruce, 2015, p. 201).  
Furthermore, the Foundation Phase and Successful Curriculum Framework states that “Children acquire and develop skills at different rates and must be allowed to develop at their own unique, individual pace” (Welsh Goverment, 2015, p. 6). In addition, Donaldson has called for a continuum of learning from 3 to 16 without phases and key stages (Dauncey, 2015) (Donaldson, 2015).
In conclusion, the Author would argue that all three theorists are relevant in education today.   In recent years there has been a move away from TBT and Behavourism towards Piaget’s theories of Constructivism, LIS and metacognition with the child given more control over their learning choices.  This has developed further in the new Curriculum for Wales, where we see the influence of Vygotsky’s Social Constructivism and LBKO.  Moving forward, good practise in classrooms will reflect the ethos that teachers are guides, there to enable learning and not to deliver it, and that the child will guide the direction and the style of learning (Watkins, 2003, p. 15)  
 The Author agrees that the change of focus towards LIS and LBKO is beneficial and will help to produce “enterprising, creative contributors (and) ambitious, capable learners” (Donaldson, 2015, p. 4).   But, through ones own experience as an educator, I would suggest that Skinner’s Behavourist Theory is still required to provide the foundation of rules and structure for the new curriculum to be successful, after all, without rules and a directed focus there is a danger that important areas of knowledge could be missed and that self-control and the ability to complete less stimulating tasks will not develop.   Furthermore, if children are given too much freedom in the way they learn, what they learn and how they learn, there is a danger that they may not have the self-discipline or ability to conform which is needed to thrive within higherarchical business environments which dominate our society.
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