		Rachel Axon
		Student no: 1502367
	                                                                                                                                                                    SJTA5007



Assignment: Using theory, critically discuss the challenges posed by internal and external factors on the learning environment.


Within this essay the writer will explore cognition and the theorists that have studied it and influenced educational thinking and changes. It will also explore the internal and external factors that may influence and pose challenges within the learning environment and how interventions have become an essential part of learning for some pupils.
Cognition can be defined as a person’s understanding of the world and how they act in it and the mental abilities and processes that are part of human activities. Cognitive abilities are skills based in the brain that are needed to carry out all tasks from the simple to the complex. Such as memory, problem- solving and attention skills, making decisions, language and social skills and motor skills. The influences on that development are maturation; brain development from birth onwards. Equilibration; (cognitive conflict) the innate response in the child’s current schemes and the environmental challenges. Social transmission; opportunity and information given to the child by others. Experiences; opportunities given to the child to act in the world (Cambridge cognition, 2015).
Many theorists have studied cognition for decades and have developed their own theories, two such studies are those of Piaget (1936) and Vygotsky (1978).
Jean Piaget (1936) a Swiss philosopher described development as a series of hierarchical stages with in a predetermined order. The sensorimotor stage, the preoperational stage, the concrete operational stage and the formal stage. Piaget described the sensorimotor stage as a stage where children are explorers. There is no thought to what they do, they simply want to see, hear, taste and touch all the things around them. They make demands on their parents or caregivers and use language as a way of cataloguing objects as syntax and grammar are yet to be developed. Preoperational stage at around 2 years of age sees children learn to think in the abstract, and use language with more sophistication. They ask lots of questions and become more curious using their imagination. Piaget believed that the understanding of permanency develops at this stage. The concrete operational stage develops around the age of 7 where children begin to understand concepts that are more complex abstract, for example, quantity, space and time and can apply them to situations but only in context. They can however be inconsistent at times. They also begin to understand basic rules but may not necessarily understand the implications of them. The last stage, the formal operations stage at around 11 years of age children become able to understand theoretic and hypothetic reasoning, abstract concepts. The implications to rules and can understand verbal explanations without demonstrations. They gain enjoyment from strategy based games rather than more repetitive games such as, board games that they previously enjoyed. (Simply psychology, 2017).
Piaget (1936) believed that the child should be seen as a scientist and the child’s advancement or development from one stage to the next could only take place if the child was exposed to experiences and stimulation. Without these experiences the child would fail to reach their cognitive growth and that as the child grows it adds new skills to their cognitive repertoire. (Simply Psychology, 2017).
 This theory has been influential and in part supported the development of strategies used in teaching, but it is not without criticism. Piaget believed there was one primary influence on development (nature) with no consideration to culture (nurture) with the stages of cognitive development being hierarchical and universal. He gave no consideration to language and the social world. Piaget believed that the development of problem-solving was an independent, individual process. However, he also surmised that nature and nurture interact for cognitive development but that the child is born with a predetermined plan for cognition which develops with maturity but that the environment is essential to allow those skills to develop. (Gross, 2015).
Lev Semyonovich Vygotsky (1978) a Soviet psychologist described cognitive development as a social process. He viewed the child as an apprentice learning through adult guidance and support. His theory was the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) and described the development in three stages, culture, interpersonal and individual. Vygotsky believed that when a child is born it can gain the knowledge and skills from the experiences of previous generations through their culture and heritage and that language and play are the main tools to the child’s future development. Vygotsky believed that learning is a social process and that these interactions are essential in providing opportunities to learn and share activities, which helps the child with internalizing, thinking and behaving.  (Simply psychology, 2017).  
Vygotsky’s theory has also influenced education through collaborative learning; peer tutoring, pair and group work that we see in our schools today. However, Vygotsky’s theory is one of nurture, the focus being the concept of culture and the social world and that cognitive development being a complex shifting of roles within a collaborative activity and that language is the most valuable tool for this development within the interactivity of the collaborative process. (Davis, (2003) cited by Gross).
Both Piaget and Vygotsky’s theories have thinking in common, both see a role for maturation and changes in cognitive abilities and both state the importance of interactions of the child and the environment (Piaget), social interactions of the child and the world (Vygotsky). Both also agree that how the child makes sense of the world develops the mind. However, neither take in to account the internal and external factors that can influence and impact on the child’s cognitive development and behaviour. 
Internal factors are those that may have a genetic, biological or neurological base that emerge from infancy or through brain injury and have an influence on the cognitive, social, behavioural and emotional growth of the child such as, autism (ASD) Asperger’s syndrome, attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), Tourette’s Disorder and gifted children. (Poulsen, (1996) cited Centre for Inclusive Childcare).

External factors are those that are part of the child’s environment, this includes home life, school and the social world and factors that influence it such as, family breakdown, moving location, poverty, unemployment, divorce, bullying, domestic violence, drug and alcohol misuse, parental influence and bereavement. (Poulsen, (1996) cited Centre for Inclusive Childcare).

Both internal and external factors can have an enormous and profound influence or impact on cognitive development which can be seen in conditions such as Tourette’s Syndrome. Tourette’s Syndrome is a multi-motor (body) tics or vocal (phonic) tics. The exact cause of Tourette’s Syndrome is unknown. However, some potential causes may include an inherited condition, perinatal factors or brain abnormalities making Tourette’s Syndrome an internal factor. However, there are many external factors that effect and worsen the condition and in some cases Tourette’s Syndrome has been known to develop through a traumatic event, such as, drug and alcohol misuse or violence making it possible that it is both internal and external factors influence the condition or that both working in conjunction have the greatest influence. Sufferers of the condition may experience self-esteem issues, become withdrawn, suffer anxiety based disorders such as Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder (OCD). (Vizard & Vizard, 2014).
 This combined with the internal factors effects the child’s ability to learn and can impact on their behaviour. 
Within Piaget’s theory (1936) he stated that cognitive ability was predetermined and gave little consideration to language, if this were the case the child with Tourette’s should not be affected by the development of their language skills and not be influenced by the external factors within their environment. Vygotsky (1978) placed his main focus on language and collaborative learning in the development of cognition. With a condition such as Tourette’s Syndrome the child may struggle to reach their full developmental potential. Therefore, consideration must be given to both theories and the factors that affect learning and behaviour. Which can be seen through Maslow’s Hierarchy of needs theory (1943, 1954) (Simply Psychology, 2017) Maslow’s Hierarchy of needs theory is a five-tier model of human needs. Maslow (1943, 1954) stated that humans have a motivational need to achieve and that some needs take precedence. The most basic needs are those that are physiological and safety; the need to have food, water, warmth, security and safety. Psychological needs are next, the need to be loved and have a sense of belonging and self-esteem needs such as a feeling of accomplishment. Once these are met the person may move on to self-fulfilment; the ability to achieve or the desire to become the most they can be. Maslow believed that the order of need could be flexible based on external factors or the individual differences; internal factors. He stated that growth needs do not come from a lack of something but from a person’s own desire to grow. Once this is met or reasonably satisfied, the individual may be able to reach the highest level possible of self- actualization. And that everyone is capable and has the desire to reach this level. However, external influences such as those previously stated; family breakdown, poverty, bullying and domestic violence may influence this and cause fluctuations between levels seen in the hierarchy. Therefore, some will move through the hierarchy in a unidirectional manner and could move back and forth dependant on their environment. (Simply Psychology, 2017).
The writer believes that all these theories are relevant in part to today’s learning environment. All theories recognize a role of maturation, changes in cognitive abilities and the importance of interactions and that as the child makes sense of the world it develops the mind.  Piaget (1936) has a relevance as it has been influential in other psychological theories and the knowledge of the stages of development. Piaget’s theory supports practitioners to gain knowledge of the child’s stages and concepts of understanding, the use of language; receptive and expressive. Their understanding of rules and games to engage and further development. It also helps the development and implementation of teaching practises and interventions to support learning at each stage of cognitive development.
 Vygotsky’s theory (1978) has been influential as it takes into account the importance of social learning which can been seen in todays’ learning environment through the development and implementation of the Foundation Phase of learning in Wales. The foundation phase in Wales was introduced and established by the Welsh Assembly Government in Wales in 2010. The phase of education is for all 3 to 7-year olds and it is designed to encompass all the developmental needs of the child. It promotes equality of opportunity and values, and celebrates diversity. Children learn through activities and play. Through the play, children can practise and consolidate learning, experiment, take risks, solve problems and learn to make decisions in small groups. These experiences allow the child to develop an understanding of the world around them. And support the development of the child’s self- image, self- worth and self- esteem. The foundation phase curriculum is appropriate to the child’s stage of learning rather than being focused solely on the age- related outcomes to achievement. Children are able to move to the next stage of development at their own pace, when they are ready. (Welsh assembly Government, 2010).
The writer feels that Maslow’s theory (1943, 1954) gives a greater understanding of the effects that both internal and external factors influence that development and how the child needs the basic nurture to achieve their full potential. Educationalists and practitioners have used this theory to support the development of strategies which can be seen in schools today such as, nurture group interventions and the social and emotional aspects of learning programme (SEAL) within schools.
Nurture groups aim to support to develop and experience the nurturing experiences missed in early years. The first Nurture groups were established in London by Marjorie Boxhall in the 1970’s. (Marjorie Boxhall, 2002). Nurture groups are of the most benefit in areas of high social deprivation and are part of the continuum of support offered to pupils within key stages 1, 2 and 3. With the environment of the group being appropriate to their age. The aim of the group is to improve behaviour, attainment and attendance in school and to improve individual’s confidence and self- esteem. Evidence from Nurture groups suggest that they can have a significant impact on the pupils involved. It has a positive effect on pupils’ achievements. Pupils appear to co-operate, listen and enjoy learning as a result. (Welsh Assembly Government, 2016).
The social and emotional aspects of learning programme (SEAL) was implemented in schools in 2007, it is a whole school, small group and or individual programme to support the social and emotional skills that underpin learning. SEAL has 5 areas of skills, self- awareness, self- regulation, motivation, empathy and social skills. (Department of Education, 2010).
Programmes such as these have become a vital role within schools today as there are far more external factors influencing children. Overtime there has been many social changes; changes to the nuclear family structure, the social systems in towns and cities, job structure and security, travel, and the developments in science and technology that has changed the way in which people socialize and communicate. Many of these changes can be seen as having an influence on the poor social, emotional skills development that some children are displaying, which poses challenges in schools effecting pupils attendance, attainment, behaviour and readiness to learn. 
The writer believes that both Piaget and Vygotsky’s theories are correct and relevant in part, but they are not correct in isolation and are not linear because of the internal and external factors that may influence their path. Both theories take different views internal and external (nature and nurture), when both work together and collaborate to support, the child’s cognition reach its full potential. As Maslow (1943, 1954) surmised, if a child’s basic needs are met the child can move on to the next level of fulfilment. A child born with an internal factor such as Tourette’s faces an additional struggle but could achieve if given the tools to do so, and a child born into poverty or has experienced the challenges of external factors such as, bereavement or divorce can also achieve their full potential if supported correctly. Their path through learning may not take the same route as others and may deviate at times making the correct learning environment essential. Schools play a significant role in the child’s life. It is there to impart knowledge, but it also must give the child social and moral guidance, and a sense of fulfilment and a desire to achieve and be the best they can be.
However, with the changes in today’s society and social structure the demands on schools to achieve this are greater than ever. One of the largest external factor that schools face today is the ever-reducing budgets, which in turn effects class sizes and the time the mainsteam class teacher has with each child. Making the need for interventions through the Additional Learning Needs Department (ALN) essential. Unfortunately, the budget issues are also impacting with in ALN. Pupils experiencing internal and external challenges to learning are seeing changes to their support as the school is being forced to rethink the support that would have previously been made available. Schools are becoming more reliant on group interventions, and while these interventions are beneficial and effective they need to be consistent and not taught in isolation without whole school reinforcement. 
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