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The Principles of Teaching and Learning
“From the moment of birth, children interact with those around them” (Macblain, 2014, p.1). “Through their interactions they learn about the worlds in which they live” (Ibid).  Play is often incidental, whilst also being directed from parent or carer. Research suggests directed play with adult support “leverages the enjoyment experienced during play while concurrently affording opportunities for learning content and skills” (Weisberg and Zosh, 2018, p.1).  Early experiences upon which children learn can often prove critical in “future learning and development” (Macblain, 2014, p.1). Furthermore, children failing to learn constructively often results in “low self-esteem, poor qualifications and an internalized road map which will militate against developing their abilities and reaching their potential” (Ibid). 
Ones understanding for the reason children flounder in their ability to learn is somewhat deficient. “To many education systems across the developing world have little information on who is learning and who is not” (World bank, 2019, p.1). Furthermore, the impact to comprehend the importance could aid in the adverse effect on “future development and the realization of life chances” (Macblain, 2014, p.1).  Regarding the timeline of education in the United Kingdom, numerous “milestones have come to define the nature of learning in children and young people” (ibid), including the “enactment of the Education Act 1981” (Clough and Corbett, 2000, p.4). Greatly influenced by the Warnock report 1978 which redefined the way education was looked upon thus, “ending the outdated way of viewing the learning of countless numbers of children” (Macblain, 2014, p.1). Furthermore, “this acted as a catalyst for addressing the complex nature of learning whilst also seeking the reason why so many children fail to learn and reach their potential” (Ibid). 
From as early as the second century B.C. philosophers and theorists have had significant impacts on the way learning is perceived and understood, including Confucius, whose ideas had “a tremendous impact on Chinese society in general and education in particular” (Palmer, Bresler and Cooper, 2001, p.3). “Confucius expected his students to be motivated and active learners” (Palmer, Bresler and Cooper, 2001, p.2). Furthermore, along with “intellectual education an emphasis on moral education was at the heart of his theory and practice” (Palmer, Bresler and Cooper, 2001). 
This essay will assess three major educational theorists including Piaget, Vygotsky and Skinner. All of whom have had a significant influence in the way legislation and policies have influenced the learners needs. Comparisons will also be made into the different styles of learning theory, including behaviourism, constructivism and social constructivism. Whilst further relating theory to practice. 
The significance of “the behaviourist theory in education” (Pollard et al., 2008, p.173), has played an imperative role, implementing the “foundations of work based on a science of teaching based on whole - class didactic approaches through which knowledge and skills were to be taught” (Ibid). Favourable in the first part of the century the “law of exercise was reflected in an emphasis on practice and drill” (ibid). Although one can question “whether such teaching actually connects with the learner’s existing knowledge” (Ibid). 
[bookmark: _GoBack] American psychologist B.F. Skinner was very much “influenced by the work of Thorndike” (Gray and Macblain, 2012, p.36). Along with Piaget, both “posited ground-breaking theories of learning and provided empirical evidence to support their learning theory” (Ibid). Whilst along with Vygotsky all “believed that children were active participants in the learning process” (Ibid). Skinner devised “a number of ingenious devises called Skinner boxes” (Bates, 2015, p.34). Experiments involving rats were carried out by placing levers inside the boxes. “When pressed water or food pellets would appear” (Bates, 2015). At first this “happened by accident then by design” (Bates, 2015, p.34). Skinner related this to “positive reinforcement” (Ibid). Grids were later added to produce electric shocks when pressed (Bates, 2015). This research was defined as negative reinforcement (Ibid). Although this could appear as “Skinner merely confirming Pavlov’s notion of a conditioned response” (Bates, 2015, p.34). “Skinner argued the response made by Pavlov’s dogs was simply a reflex action (a reaction to the environment)” (Ibid). Whilst the rats in Skinners experiments “operated not out of reflex but acted on the environment (rather than reacting to it)” (Ibid). This was to become “operant conditioning” (Ibid). 
Along with Thorndike, Skinner states “that pleasant responses can strengthen a behavioural response” (Gray and Macblain, 2012, p.36), whilst “unpleasant responses can weaken and diminish behaviour” (Ibid). Furthermore, the frequency of reinforcement plays an imperative role. For example, if a pupil is frequently praised for saying thank you, “the praise soon loses value” (Gray and Macblain, 2012, p.37). “Rarely praised and the child may feel undervalued and stop saying thank you” (Ibid). 
[bookmark: _Hlk24306036]Skinners theory has proved effective in many educational establishments. With the use of “token economy systems used for the effective use of behavioural management” (Farrell, 2011, p.19). “The development of cognitive behavioural approaches and psychotherapy are extensive” (Ibid), which acknowledges the “importance of changing behaviour whilst further working on supposed cognitions” (Ibid). School policies adapt whole school approaches towards behaviour, including applied behaviour analysis. This enables the teacher to observe, define and manage behaviour. A range of reinforcers are then used that are likely to be “effective in modifying the behaviour” (Farell, 2011, p.19). Recommended by the “National Behaviour and Attendance Review” (Hwb.gov.wales, 2010), “SEAL Cymru further aim to work in partnership with schools and the wider community to develop improved learning and behaviour” (Ibid).
[bookmark: _Hlk21887907][bookmark: _Hlk21769836][bookmark: _Hlk21778578]1896 saw the birth of Swiss scientist Jean Piaget, whom was renowned for his research on “children’s cognitive development” (Gray and Macblain, 2012, p.43). Through his observational studies, Piaget was “credited with providing the first evidence that children’s thinking is qualitatively different from adults thinking” (Ibid). Prior to this “psychologists assumed children’s thoughts were merely less competent” (McLeod, 2018). Regarded as the “most influential of the cognitive theorists” (Bates, 2015, p.40), Piaget’s “ultimate goal was to create a genetic epistemology” (Pollard et al., 2008, p.175). Piaget’s theory suggests that the composition of intelligence is required by the “individuals experiences which in turn is influenced by their emotional, biological and mental stage of development” (Bates, 2015, p.50). Piaget states, when children’s experiences are newly required, they both “accommodate their existing thinking to it and assimilate aspects of one’s experience” (Pollard et al., 2008, p.175). Thus, enabling one to “move beyond the state of mental equilibration and restructure their thoughts to create another” (Ibid). Schemas allow the child to progress to a more “detailed, complex and accurate understanding of the phenomena they experience” (Ibid). “The early years foundation phase 2012” state “schemas are an intrinsic part of a child’s development” (Louis, 2019, p.1). “Schematic play allows a child to play with a concept they already know” (Ibid). Thus, “building on knowledge that they can then apply to a range of new experiences” (Ibid).
[bookmark: _Hlk22143893][bookmark: _Hlk21867061][bookmark: _Hlk21869737][bookmark: _Hlk21873174][bookmark: _Hlk22315791]Piaget further stated that there are “characteristics stages in the development of these mental structures” (Pollard et al., 2008). These phases are “distinctive because of the cognitive operation with which children process their experience” (Ibid). The first three stages cultivated by the child are considered imperative for the child’s direct experience, whilst the “later stage harbours the believe of abstract thinking” (Pollard et al., 2008, p.175). Furthermore, the “sensori-motor and pre-operational stages” (Ibid), “believed children to be unique, thus suggesting one’s inability to work together for long periods” (Pollard et al., 2008). Piaget believed “the developing child as a lone, inventive young scientist, struggling to make independent sense of the surrounding world” (Curren, 2007, p.404), ultimately leading them to “successive experiences” (Pollard et al., 2008, p.175). 
[bookmark: _Hlk22316233]Piaget’s theory played an influential part in the way policies have been adapted. Including the Plowden report 1967, which acknowledged Piaget’s theory to be the “most effective in one’s primary school practice” (Ibid). Thus, leading to the popularity of a child centred approach in the late 1960s. The emphasis on creating “stimulating classroom environments” (Pollard et al., 2008, p.176) was established, whilst further providing effective “classroom organisation, such as the integrated day” Brown and Precious (1968, quoted in Pollard et al., 2008, p.176). This enabled “individualised direct learning experiences” (Ibid), although “advocates of traditional learning methods claim that child – centred education approach may further disadvantage the already disadvantaged” (Rhys, Taylor and Waldron, 2018, p.1). African American teacher Lisa Delphit further states “that progressive approaches did little to support the learning of minority ethnic and low-income families” (Ibid). Further criticisms of Piaget’s theory include, “lack of flexibility, thus underestimating the child’s ability” (Gray and Macblain, 2012, p.64), whilst also “portraying children in a negative light by concentrating on what they can’t do rather than what they can” (Ibid). Furthermore, Donaldson (1978, quoted in Gray and Macblain 2012, p.64) suggests, “research states children are less egocentric than Piaget believed”. 
“Born in Russia 1896, the same year as Piaget” (Gray and Macblain, 2012, p.69), much of Vygotsky’s work was banned under the rule of a communist government, claiming it was “little more than bourgeois idealism” (Gray and Macblain, 2012, p.70). Consequently, his work remained “undiscovered by western theorists until the 1960s” (Ibid). 
[bookmark: _Hlk24274790]Although, Piaget and Vygotsky shared the same interest in how “individuals learn and construct knowledge” (Curren, 2007, p.401), both harboured contrasting views of the subject. Piaget focused on the “biological/psychological mechanisms” (Ibid), whilst Vygotsky “focussed on the social factors that influenced learning” (Ibid). He believed a child’s development is formed in a “social matrix” (Ibid). The social matrix is created by the affiliation of “social relationships between themselves and other children” (Gray and Macblain, 2012, p.71), resulting in the “collaboration towards a shared goal” (Ibid). Like Vygotsky, Piaget also believed that “peer collaboration is asymmetric to foster the transfer of knowledge from a more experienced peer to a less experienced learner” (Gray and Macblain, 2012, p.87). The “zone of proximal development” (Graf and Birch, 2009, p.8), suggested by Vygotsky, “lifts the learner to become a head taller” (Vygotsky,1978, cited in Gray ad Macblain, 2012, p.77). Thus, suggesting “teaching could be more effective if teachers were able to work with pupils in that zone” (César,1996, p.1). The Rumbold report of 1990 suggests the need for a collaborative relationship between pupils, either on an individual basis or group work (Gillard, 1990). Research suggests peer interactions are much more powerful in themselves, thus, no need for more competent learners in order to facilitate enhanced learning” (Ibid). Furthermore, constructivism “accelerates learning in the privileged and decelerates learning in the less privileged” (Clark, 2013, p.1), whilst further ignoring genetic disposition which is “often destructive for introverts as they do not relish the social pressures” (Ibid). 
[bookmark: _Hlk24187852]Unlike Vygotsky, Piaget’s theory bared no thought into the effect that “culture and environmental experiences have on one’s cognitive development” (Gray and Macblain, 2012, p.60). “Cultural tools” (Macblain, 2014, p.74) such as poems and books which are passed down from the generations are considered “imperative in the way knowledge is constructed” (Macblain, 2014, p.45). Although, modern day tools would now be considered as iPad’s, mobile phones or televisions (Macblain, 2014).  Furthermore, the most important tool was one of language. Vygotsky believed by engaging with others “children develop and extend their own understanding” (Macblain, 2014, p.46). Although research suggests humans’ brains are hard-wired for learning language (Clark, 2013). Recent studies show “language may not be hard wired in the brain, but more dependent on culture than previously believed” (Kirby and Smith, 2018, p.1).
Theorists throughout time have helped ones understanding of children’s learning, helping with the development of many educational policies.  Although “no single theorist has offered a complete explanation of children’s learning” (Gray and Macblain, 2012, p.123), each have contributed in the attempt to gain more knowledge (Gray and Macblain, 2012). In “1989, the UNCRC provided governments and policy makers worldwide to acknowledge the rights of the child” (Gray and Macblain, 2012, p.135).  This has led to the child as being “active rather than passive participants” (Ibid). Thus, leading to a “new theoretical framework termed the NSSC” (Ibid). The new curriculum for Wales to be introduced in 2020, will build on existing strengths of the current framework, including the Welsh language and culture. Although “there are still a number of issues, both practically and fundamentally” (Donaldson, 2015, p.9). Whilst “Estyn reports and (PISA) surveys suggest low levels of achievement in national qualification” (Ibid). Furthermore, “external forces including globalisation and technological innovation through advancing technology demand improved levels of skills” (Donaldson, 2015, p.7). Many of Vygotsky and Piaget’s theories can be seen in the report including “collaboration provides children an opportunity to talk about their thinking process” (Donaldson, 2015, p.69). Thus, helping learners to hone their metacognitive skills. Furthermore, the report states “play provides opportunities for children to learn through imagination and fun” (Donaldson, 2015, p.29). Although their may be times when “practitioners will need to provide the scaffolding and opportunities enabling them to acquire certain skills (Ibid), such as “share and cooperate and resect one another” (Ibid).  
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