Compare and Evaluate Three Theorists, Linking to Practice, Policy and Academic Literature

In this essay I will be comparing and evaluating the educational theories of John Dewey, Jean Piaget and Lev Vygotsky. These theorists advocate learner-centred education and reject the traditional rote-learning approach that was popular in the UK school system up to the late 19th and early 20th century. Jean Piaget was a Swiss psychologist, born in 1896. He was one of the first to study the way children learn and think (Aubrey and Riley, 2019). Piaget’s theory concentrated on the notion that it is the child’s interaction with the environment which generated learning (Mooney, 2000). Piaget established that children develop through a series of stages and is well known for these. They include the sensorimotor stage, preoperational stage, concrete operational stage and finally the preoperational stage.  He believed that development is sequential, and it is essential for each individual to pass through each stage, and each must be fully achieved before passing to the next (Aubrey and Riley, 2019). John Dewey was an American psychologist, born in 1859. He has been considered as one of the ‘greatest thinkers of the 20th century’ (Cherry, 2019) as his impact on education was profound during the 1960s; a time of transformation in society where the notion of a democratic society was brought on by industrialisation. The movement of progressive education was a shift from traditional education, to allow participation and democracy, similarly to the societal shift (Aubrey and Riley, 2019). Lev Vygotsky was a Jewish man from Russia, born in 1896. His cultural-historical social activity theory originated in the 1920s but was not widely accepted until the 1980s, twenty years later than Dewey’s theory of progressive education. Similarly, Vygotsky’s approach to learning was opposite to the rote-learning model still being practiced at the time and believed that children develop through social activity (Aubrey and Riley, 2019).
Piaget and Vygotsky’s theories come under constructivism, but Vygotsky’s theory of cultural-historical social activity has the linguistic and social aspect added, making it known as social constructivism. However, while Piaget supported the notion that children learn effectively through interactions with the people and objects in their environment, Vygotsky believed that knowledge is constructed through the social interactions that occur with the people in their environment; such as family, friends, peers and teachers (Aubrey and Riley, 2019). He felt that speech nurtures progressive behaviour as children can reflect, make plans and solve problems (Steiner and Souberman, 1978). Vygotsky referred to the process of learning through social interaction as the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD). Specifically, Vygotsky referred to ZPD as 
“the distance between actual development level as determined by independent problem solving and the level of potential development as determined through problem-solving under adult guidance or in collaboration with more capable peers” (Vygotsky, 1978, pg 86)
meaning they can develop an understanding of something they previously may have experienced as beyond their level of comprehension (Bates, 2019). Vygotsky felt the importance of this process is the potential for learning with assistance from a more knowledgeable other (MKO), such as an adult practitioner or more capable peer (Aubrey and Riley, 2019). To accommodate this process, Vygotsky developed the concept of scaffolding. He advocated the use of scaffolding by practitioners to help individuals safely take risks and reach higher levels of understanding than previously achieved, or possible by the individual alone. He felt it was the practitioners responsibility to build interest in the subject to engage with individuals, break the task down into smaller parts to keep individuals and groups focused, but to ensure the focus on the main task is not lost and to model possible ways of completing the task to allow individuals to imitate and eventually internalise the process (Bates, 2019). Similarly, Piaget constructed the phrase ‘schema’ to describe the structures in the mind where individuals store information and develop understandings of new ideas. He believed that the more experience an individual has, the more schemas they construct (Aubrey and Riley, 2019). This process is understanding the differentiation between similar beings or object, such as a horse and a cow, as they may look alike, they have distinguishing features (Cherry, 2019). 
The UK educational system saw a shift in the 1960s through the development of the Plowden Report. The Plowden Report reflected each theorist’s approaches and applied them differently. Dewey and Piaget’s theories influenced the way in which the report advocates 
“activity and experience, both physical and mental are often the best means of gaining knowledge and acquiring facts” (Plowden Report, 1967 pg 195),
as they advocated the use of practical life experiences and interactions with the environment, and their theories promote the idea of ‘learning by doing’ (Cherry, 2019). This has influenced UK schools in adopting the approach based on appropriate age and level of comprehension; in the Foundation Stage Early Years curriculum learning through play has become a pivotal way in which individuals learn, as younger individuals benefit from constant stimulation (Aubrey and Riley, 2019) – as explained by Piaget when referring to the pre-operational stage in his theory of cognitive development. The report states 
“we know that play – in the sense of ‘messing about’ either with materials objects or with other children, and of creating fantasies – is vital to children’s learning and therefore vital in school” (Plowden Report, 1967, pg 193).
 This includes playing with water to learn what is fluid and what is solid and how it can be measured, dough and clay to understand different textures, building blocks, jigsaws and shape sorters to recognise shapes and sizes and help put things into order, group games to help with sharing and turn taking, and singing or playing instruments to develop listening skills (Family Lives, 2018). Piaget’s stage theory can also be seen in the recommendations of the Plowden Report that recognise that children mature at different rates. This was a significant move from the ‘one size fits all’ and in turn, encouraged inclusivity. This is reflected in Dewey’s democratic view, where all individuals could build knowledge from the difference they could be exposed to at schools where individuals from different social backgrounds, faiths, cultures, ethnicities and abilities are accepted. He believed that differentiation would encourage participation by all members of the classroom and would help develop self-worth by celebrating difference. Furthermore, this aligns with Vygotsky’s belief that an individual’s own social and cultural background would shape their cognitive development (Aubrey and Riley, 2019). 
Piaget and Vygotsky agree that practitioners have a responsibility to provide an environment that promotes curiosity, as it would drive learning. This would require practitioners to facilitate appropriate learning experiences that nurture enquiry, to help children develop ways of finding solutions to problems. Dewey agreed with both and saw teachers as learner-centred facilitators (Aubrey and Riley, 2019). He felt that schools should give individuals the opportunity to experiment and be challenged as his theory of progressive education emphasises learners making independent evaluations based on their own interests, again putting the individual at the heart of the process. Additionally, Dewey agreed with Vygotsky in that he felt that learning processes should focus on social interaction but should include reflection as part of the process. Dewey felt that reflection allowed individuals to build up a body of knowledge for future development (Aubrey and Riley, 2019), as they would gain some wisdom for future issues. This has been adopted by UK primary schools and secondary schools through the form of Restorative Practice. This may include circle time, talk groups and conferences to offer an opportunity to converse and reflect with others, resolve conflict and prevent harm by enabling those harmed to share the impact with the individual responsible, in hope that the individual can acknowledge the impact of their behaviour, and take steps in order to resolve any issues (Restorative Justice Council, 2016).
In conclusion, Dewey, Piaget and Vygotsky all advocate a learner centred pedagogy, and was the reason they were chosen to be compared. There are some differences between theories, but the underlying approach is inclusive to all. I feel that inclusivity is the most important aspect of approach, as it is important to understand that every individual is different in the way they learn, and that their needs are different. I agree that we as educational practitioners must always ensure all individuals are given the opportunity to achieve and feel have self-worth in achieving.
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