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Is that a Robot or a Child?
Have you ever thought of how children learn the ways of life? Their behaviour, their understanding, their thought process? Many people have their own opinions and ideas to explain why, this is called a theory. For this particular subject, we look upon the theories to explain if a child’s behaviour and understanding can be learnt through conditioned behaviour or if it is learnt through life experiences. Firstly, understanding the theories behind this wonder, could give you a better idea on your personal viewpoint. Is it best practise to have a child individual in their own mind and own behaviour? Or are we all conditioned the same to think and act alike? Looking at behaviourism to educate ourselves, to see if it is the best theory, in your opinion, for children to be taught and it’s input into a child’s life, thinking and way of behaving.
Behaviourism
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The work of Skinner (1904-1990) was innovative and essential for the evolution in Behaviour therapy and Behaviour Modification, his take on Behaviourism was that a child’s behaviour can be influenced and controlled by their environment and external factors. His take on Behaviourism (Operant Conditioning) was highly influenced by Pavlov’s (1849-1936) theory on Classical Conditioning. “Classical conditioning and operant conditioning are key terms in behavioral psychology. In classical conditioning, involuntary responses occur to a specific stimulus. For example, dogs salivate after a tone because food is being served. In operant conditioning, reinforcement or punishment shapes voluntary behavior.” (Arzt 2023). Skinner believed in the modification of behaviour, “that desired behaviour is learnt through repeated reinforcement and undesired behaviour can become less frequent through a form of punishment.” (Mcleod, 2023). 
The study and experiments carried out to support his theory of Operant Conditioning, was the use of an operant conditioning chamber, also known as a Skinner box. “Skinner box” is a term for a box where animal experiments are conducted. In the box, the animal is isolated and only surrounded by levers or other apparatuses. (T, 2022). During this time within the box the animals were expected to learn tasks, to produce either rewards or punishments, “for them to learn the behaviour of pulling a lever to be rewarded with food, or the punishment of going hungry if not.” (Vinney, 2018). With the research of Operant conditioning, Skinner identified 3 types of responses - Neutrals, Reinforcers and Punishers. “Neutrals are the responses that would not increase or decrease the probability that a behaviour would be repeated. Reinforcers is the response of a behaviour being repeated. Punishers is the likelihood of behaviour not being repeated.” (Lombardo, 2017).
“A person who has been punished is not thereby simply less inclined to behave in a given way; at best, he learns how to avoid punishment.” (B.F Skinner, 1972)
This today, is modelled within our schools. “The 3 characteristics of Operant conditioning are vitally important to classroom and behaviour management within a learning environment, the reinforcer, the reinforcement schedule, and the timing of reinforcement.” (Skinner, Wikibooks, n.d.). Many teachers use this method in a form of rewarding stickers or golden time, however there is also a use of punishment, in a form of detention or a phone call home if undesired behaviour occurs. The use of theses techniques is to require the desired behaviour of students within our schools and to teach them about unwanted behaviour in the eyes of others. Would you agree with this theory? Some may critique this theory, in the instance that it has taken out all form of free will of a person to be able to act how they see fit with everyday situations. This theory is to train the mind for all to think and act alike.
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The opinion is yours; do you believe that Skinner has the best theory to teach children and young minds alike, to be taught the ways of life and how to behave and think appropriately in the eyes of society? Robot or Child?
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Building knowledge or just blocks? 
Does the building of blocks lead children to building more cognitive development and knowledge of the world, or is it simply a playful activity? Does the understanding of placing one block on top of another mean there are understanding the tower can get higher and that it is stable or is it by chance? Constructivism is the theory on which we learn through play and life’s experiences, but is that really the best way forward for our future generations?
Constructivism
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One of the founding fathers of the Constructivism Theory, would be the Swiss child psychologist and academic, Jean Piaget (1896-1980). His theory of Constructivism was that children learn from their experiences, and to gain more understanding from past experiences and prior knowledge, building on ‘Schemas’ and their cognitive development. He believed that children should have an active part in their education and being engaged in what they are doing and learning about, that they have a better chance of building their knowledge and widening their schemas on individual topics and scenarios if they investigate themselves and become their own ‘Little scientist’. Piaget’s idea of learning, was to be completely unique to the individual and at their own pace, learning from their own senses and prior understanding. “Constructivism is an education philosophy, not a learning method. So while it encourages students to take more ownership of their own learning, it doesn’t specify how that should be done.” (Zaphir, 2019). 
Piaget suggested that children learn in stages and not by ages. The Sensorimotor stage (0-2 years) where a child learn through their senses and motor skills, Preoperational stage (2-7 years) where children use mental abstractions, Concrete operational stage (7-11 years) where children are more capable of problem solving and seeing different perspectives, and the Formal operational stage (11 years +) where children can think about abstract concepts, not limiting themselves to a specific time, place, or person. “He put forth the idea of distinct developmental stages through which children learn language, memory, and reasoning.” (Sherrell, 2024)
	Piaget’s take on building schemas, “Schema theory is a branch of cognitive science concerned with how the brain structures knowledge. Schema (plural: schemas or schemata) is an organized unit of knowledge for a subject or event based on past experience.” (Nickerson PhD, 2023), was that through every life experience was a learning lesson of which you could build on your already existing schemas, to widen your knowledge of the topic or experience, or to create a new schema. “A mental model you’ve created through a process of trial and error to find the best and most efficient way of completing your task.” (Ralphs, 2023). 
This Constructivism theory is undertaken within our education settings today, for example many schools part takes in ‘forest school’, in the hopes that children can educate themselves, by investigating their surroundings or object, as an individual or as a group effort in order to build or create new schemas, to help aid cognitive development and upgrade their cognitive development stage. “Cognitivist teaching methods aim to assist students in assimilating new information to existing knowledge, as well as enabling them to make the appropriate modifications to their existing intellectual framework to accommodate that information.” (GSI Teaching & Resource Center, no date)
Many would disagree with this theory, saying this is not best practice for children to learn. Piaget’s constructivism theory is based off the finding he made off this own 3 children. Signalling that the data he provided was not based off a widen range of subjects with different social status, backgrounds, history and or additional needs. The observation was only made on 3 higher class members of society. Piaget also did not consider that children can got backwards and forwards within their development. Many children in today’s school settings have found that after significant amounts of time away from school, can affect their knowledge and ability to retain information or schema, much like school holidays. It is the repetitiveness of investigating and education that with help build schemas. Another argument that could be made against this theory is the fact of children who experience Adverse Childhood Experience (ACE’s) and the mental and cognitive effect they could have on a child.  
So the question is up to you, is Constructivism really the best way to build children’s knowledge of the world or are they simply just building blocks?
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Play or Punishment?
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Have you ever asked yourself, how is my child being taught in school? Well, I’m here to tell you. If I said that your child spends all day learning by just playing with toys and playing outside and had no set work to follow or complete, but just left to make up their own education as they go along, would you be happy? Or would you happy if I said your child gets punished if the work was wrong but would get rewarded if it was right? Most people would be shocked at either thought, however both are used as teaching tools in all schools today, but in the form of Operant Conditioning and Constructivism.
	As foundered by B.F Skinner (operant conditioning) and J. Piaget (constructivism), Operant Conditioning theory and Constructivism theory are both very different in their forms of learning. Operant conditioning is the theory of which we learn by reinforcing preferred behaviour and punishment of undesired behaviour. (UCF, n.d). Constructivism is the theory of learners constructing their experiences to gain knowledge and build on prior knowledge to build schemas to help with their cognitive development (WGU.edu, 2020)., both theories are practised within schools today. The use of reward stickers and golden time for pupils, are a way of rewarding good behaviour and work, whereas detention or a reduction of golden time is deemed a punishment for undesirable behaviour to pupils, both are extremely useful tools and practises within a classroom to help with behaviour management and efficient and effective learning, these are all forms of Operant conditioning. 
“Psychologists have observed that we every action has a consequence, and if this is good, the person is more likely to do it again in the future. However, if the consequence isn't so great, it is likely the individual will avoid doing it in a similar situation next time round” (teachnology, n.d). 
The same for Constructivism, especially within Early Years, constructivism has many great values to education, in the form of discovery learning, where children can explore, experiment, and investigate their surroundings as an individual or as a group. “Early childhood professionals recognise the importance of child-initiated activity as being essential for meaningful learning and development. is ‘learning through experience’ is often called ‘discovery learning’.” (Martin, 2021).
So which theory would you prefer your child to follow to aid their development, it is an extremely difficult decision?
 With Constructivism, they have the freedom to experience and gain knowledge in areas they are interested in, to gain life experiences which can widen their understanding in other areas they have yet to explore. For example, if they find enjoyment with playing with water it could lead to other areas that link with the topic, therefore they may go on to learn about hot and cold temperatures, states of matter, and creatures that live in water. However, within an early years setting, children tent to have a short attention span and tend to wonder from activity to activity, possibly not getting much information to add their prior knowledge and schema. “One in five teachers report that they spend less than 10 minutes on average on any single activity to maintain their children’s attention, the survey found.” (Busby, 2023). 
	Whereas when it comes to Operant Condtioning, the learning objective is very clear and structured. Positive behaviour is reinforced with a reward, negative behaviour has a punishment. There is no confusion on this matter, which some pupils respond well to, having consistency to their time within school. “Pupils need to experience a degree of consistency of experience if they are to learn how to learn and to learn how to behave.” (Worth, 2023), however this may be completely pointless theory for some students. Many children with ALN may not be able to understand the reward and punishment process. Children with ASD may find it difficult to read a smile as a form of praise, some children with ODD simply may not care for consequence, positive or negative. “Autism means that the way you think about and experience the world is different to most people.” (NHS,2023)
	So, with comparing both theories against each other it is clear to see that they both have their own positive and negative points, much like operant conditioning you need a clear balance of both positive and negative, yet much like constructivism you need the freedom to learn from past experiences and failures. Balance is the key to all success with the world of education and life, it’s not all just play and punishment.
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Blog 4
You are what you Teach!
Every educator has a different approach to how children should be taught and treated within the classroom environment. Many would prefer to give children options and free will over their decisions and education, much like Piaget theory of Constructivism (Barrouillet, 2015), however, many prefer the approach of positive and negative punishment like Skinners Behaviourism theory (Midgley and Morris, 1998). You are either a strong believer in discipline or nurture and free will, myself on the other hand like to provide a range of theories in my educating. 
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My firm belief is to guide children in the right direction of positive learning and behaviour, to learn from their mistakes and what is welcomed behaviour in the eyes of society. Children need to be led by example, much like Vygotsky’s Social Constructivism theory (Mcleod, 2023), to follow suit in how to behave and in their learning, they would be able to visually learn how to approach problem solving as seen by others. 
	Each learning experience can be catered to a different theory. There is no set right way to teach children. A child may see another child throw an object in a classroom, Vygotsky’s theory and Piaget theory would not apply here, this is an undesired behaviour, Skinner’s approach of positive and negative punishment would be more applicable here, to take away the object or the firm warning of, if the action is repeated there would be a consequence for the action. (Practical Psychology, 2023).
	Experimental play and learning are another great way to educate ourselves, a clear case of Piaget constructivism theory. This is an important part of education, like in our pre-school years, even from birth, we learn through discovery, (Ansorge, 2023). Our first forms are discovery, is to explore, touch, see, hear, smell and taste items, and all on our own, like we’re ‘Little Scientists’, (Kennedy Constantini, 2021). We as babies are not punished for this discovery learning, this isn’t learnt by others. 
	Another example of having different theory for different scenarios within a classroom, is the important task of learning how to read and spell. This could have a mixture of theories, the child needs to be taught by someone who has the knowledge of the skill (Vygotsky) and the repetition of the task with positive praise (Skinner), however if the child would get the letter wrong, a negative punishment would not be best practise, to shatter a child’s confidence and emotion upset would not be recommended. A nurture element to teaching would have to guide the child into their own learning, and to learn from their own mistakes (Piaget), (Perkinson, 1979).  
Catering a theory round a child’s needs can lead to a positive outcome, both educationally and personally. Knowing the child’s background, history, needs and ways of learning can benefit themselves, educators and to help with classroom management (Welsh Government, 2022). A child with ODD, isn’t going to learn from other (Vygotsky), they will learn as they deem fit to themselves (Piaget). ASD children may not pick up on positive praise, such as a smile (Skinner). Knowing your audience is half the battle when teaching children, building relationships with them is the main priority, when it comes to an inclusive education. 
	Everyone has their own ideas on how to teach children, your opinion maybe completely different to others, that’s fine. However, I think we can all agree that depending on the children, their background, history, and needs, that every child and situation is different and that their ways of learning need to be catered to the individual or class, to maximise their potential. We can agree that some behaviour needs positive and negative consequences, sometimes we need to let children figure it out for themselves and learn from their own experiences, past or new. There is no right way to teach, it depends on you, you are how you teach. 
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