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Which is the best approach to teaching in a classroom?

Do you have an answer in mind?  Before you give an answer, let me explain some different approaches. You never know your answer may have changed towards the end. 
A variety of teaching methods has evolved overtime and with advancements in technology and research new methods are being invented (Vallikat,2020).

There are a variety of teaching methods available, all of which make an inductive argument.  I will discuss two main methods. 

Teacher centred approach and student-centred approach (Vallikat, 2020).
Here are a few differences: 

	Teacher centred approach
	Student centred approach

	Teacher asserts control. 
	Teacher provides guidance. 

	Pupils are passive listeners.
	Pupils encouraged to voice their ideas and opinions.

	Limited interaction between teacher and pupils.
	Pupils are equally important as teacher.

	Evaluated through tests and exams.
	Evaluations and assessments are made. 


(Vallikat,2020)

Student centred pedagogy is based upon constructivism. When knowledge is gained, pupils are stimulated to further develop their ability to think and share experiences (Serin, 2018).

Teacher centred approach is based on behaviourism, pupils become passive and respond to external stimuli. 

This approach states that pupils are unable to think or develop for themselves, they are dependent on the teacher (Serin, 2018).

Teaching has been influenced and shaped by theorists; these psychologists helped form different approaches to learning (Fulbrook, 2019).

Theories entail sets of principles which conclude how individuals acquire, retain, and recall information. These principles are known as learning theories (Blakemoore, 2005).



So, what are Educational Learning Theories?

Well, let me explain, learning theories are a way of gaining knowledge through teaching, experience, or instruction. 
Surprisingly, learning is regarded differently depending on the theorist.  The main schemas of learning are: 
· Behaviourism

· Constructivism


· Cognitivism (Clarke, 2018).

How do we know which ones are still relevant?

I will focus on two theories, hopefully you will recognise their purpose in today’s society. 

B F Skinner: Behaviourism

Behaviourism is teacher led, the teacher is in full control of what needs to be done, how it is conducted, and what evidence is required to prove a change. 

The underlining premise for behaviourism is that individuals need to be directed. A stimulus is used to either reward or punish the individual until the correct response is given and behaviour has changed. (Bates, 2018). 

Skinner’s theory consists of:

· Operant Conditioning 
· Stimulus Response 
· Reinforcements/Punishments


Lev Vygotsky: Social Constructivism

Constructivism is student centred; children are encouraged to discuss their prior knowledge as learning is influenced by it.  Student centred approach enhances the engagement, experiences, and promotes motivation (Serin, 2018). 
Vygotsky’s theory consists of:
· Social Interaction
·  Zones Of Proximal Development
· Scaffolding



Skinner’s Theory
Behaviourism 

Burrhus Frederic Skinner was one of the most influential theorists of the twentieth century.  Skinner dedicated his time to investigate behaviourism (Drew, 2019). 

Behaviour theorists believe when we are born learners minds are like blank slates, ready to indulge new information. 
Through interaction with the environment, new interconnections are made, then knowledge and learning occur. 
Learning is accomplished on the condition that the stimulus changes behaviour (Fulbrook, 2019).

Behaviour theorists declare, learning has only taken place when you are able to observe a change. (Drew, 2019).

Seeing is believing.



Operant Conditioning 
Skinner conducted experiments to identify behaviourism and to specify other associations. 
During the experiment Skinner gained knowledge on how the environmental events controlled the behaviour of animals (Psyche, 2015).

Click the video link and see the experiment for yourself.
https://youtu.be/L6MamDfrH-I 
(Psyche, 2015)
The operant conditioning experiments were not to learn how to press levers, but instead learn about the relationships between the events, environment, and particular behaviours (George, 2019).
The word conditioning is used to specify the process in acquiring new associations.
No, conditioning has nothing to do with a rat’s hair care routine.
In other words when introduced to a new different environment the rats must be conditioned repeatedly to gain new learnt behaviour. 

Do you think you have experienced conditioning?

Stimulus Response Rule 

Skinner stated that people can be conditioned to change their behaviour. 
Yes, just like the rats were.
[image: See the source image][image: See the source image]If we are presented with a stimulus, we expect a certain response.  
Here are a few examples.

(Dreamstime, 2020) 	                                                 (Dreamstime, 2020)									                                                                  
Children shouting out and disrupting 
the classroom. 	Teacher discusses classroom rules about disruption. Children recall the rules and apologise. 
(Stimulus) 							(Response)

If the stimulus and response are formed correctly and reinforced overtime, the results would show correct new learnt behaviour. 
This is why behaviourism theories are known as stimulus response theories (Pritchard, 2013). 

Pritchard (2013) in keeping with Skinner, proclaims any observable behaviour is known as learnt behaviour. 

Learnt behaviour is the same for animals as it is for humans. 
 
Think of firefighters they encounter situations where they are required to provide an immediate response. 
Practice situations are repeated endlessly to ensure the firefighter will make the correct response in any given situation (Pritchard, 2013).

Think of the phrase practice makes perfect.


Positive and Negative Reinforcements or Punishments

Skinner demonstrated that behaviour could be shaped through positive reinforcements or negative punishments. 
Scott (2021) reported that Skinner recognised positive reinforcers to consequently increase the probability of the behaviour to reoccur. 
In contrast to this if negative behaviour is followed by a negative response, the behaviour would likely decrease (Fulbrook, 2019). 

An easier way to remember this is to think mathematically:
Positive = to add/give something                    Negative= take away/subtract 

Scott (2021) reports further that positive reinforcement works exceedingly faster and is better than punishments. 

Would you agree?


Vygotsky’s Theory  
Social Constructivism

Lev Vygotsky has become the underpinning theorist in the field of cognitive development. 
Vygotsky believes that human development is formed through social interaction (McLeod, 2019).

Knowledge is created not learnt.

Vygotsky’s theory emphasises the importance of social interaction in the development of cognition. 
He expressed that language and cultural background plays a central role in an individual’s thought process (Arden,2014). 

Dolya (2010) outlined Vygotsky believed that an education should not just consist of specific knowledge and skills. It must include construction of knowledge through interactions with others. 
Vygotsky expressed the need for children to think creatively and clearly whilst communicating their understandings in a variety of ways. Vygotsky maintains this premise could be achieved by all children (Arden, 2014).

Can you notice a difference between theories so far?

Skinner - Focuses on behaviour modification.
	      Believes that all behaviour is learnt. 

Vygotsky – Focuses on the individuals’ cognitive skills.
	         Believes infrastructures are already in place at birth to develop.
 
		As a child did you talk to yourself whilst playing?

No, this is not a trick question. There is method behind the madness. 

During play younger children often relay a running commentary out loud. 
Vygotsky termed this dialog as external monologue. As the young child becomes of age this external monologue becomes internalised as a thought (Dolya,2010).

Vygotsky deemed language to play a very important part of cognitive development. 
During the acquisition process language becomes an integral part of the psychic structure (Dolya, 2010).

Knowledge and thoughts are constructed through family, friends, and social interactions (Belyh, 2019).


Vygotsky stated children must first engage in lower mental functions in order to gain further higher mental functions. 

Lower mental functions come naturally through birth and growth. These capabilities are not learnt but are involuntary.

As the child grows, their social learning increases and previous lower mental functions become higher mental functions (Belyh, 2019).
Higher mental functions are stimulated and taught. They are gained through social environments with more knowledgeable others (Belyh, 2019). 

Zones of Proximal Development

Vygotsky developed the concept known as the zones of proximal development.
This intervention provides comprehension of a person’s constructive process (Williams, 2020).
This intervention visualises the contrast between a person prior knowledge (lower mental functions) whilst predicting further progress with a more knowledgeable other (higher mental functioning) (Cavallari, 2021).

A more knowledgeable other (MKO) can be a parent or teacher, someone who has more experience and knowledge than the child.

This is an ongoing cognitive activity, where development and learning occur as the child interacts further (Fourie, 2013).

[image: See the source image]


(Williams, 2020)


Scaffolding
A part of Vygotsky’s theory relies on scaffolding. 
Yes, scaffolding. Think of it as a supportive structure to help access areas which would be unreachable if not applied.

This term is used to express the way in which a child can be supported through their cognitive development.
Teachers (MKO) can provide scaffolding to aid the learning of a child. This method of teaching can involve providing support and relevant resources to enable the child to learn new concepts (Cavallari, 2021).

As the child develops higher mental functions, the support can be gradually removed.
Allowing the child to accomplish a task with no assistance, allowing full independence with new learnt cognitive skills applied (Cavallari, 2021).



[image: See the source image]
(Arden, 2014)

Why not watch the video to see scaffolding and the zones of proximal development in action?

https://youtu.be/4AoLk5nbliM (Lyon, 2017)

So, now we have a basic understanding of both theories has your answer changed?

We are now going to delve deeper into each of the theories. 



Behaviourism

.
Skinner claims that when behaviour functions on the environment, the consequences of future behaviour can be categorised into the following three groups:

1. Neutral – Consequences do not increase or decrease future frequency of behaviour. 

2. Reinforcement – Consequences increase future frequency of behaviour.

3. Punishment – Consequences decreases future frequency of behaviour (Williams, 2020).

Chomsky (Mooney,2015) disagrees with Skinner’s theory, objecting that the use of reinforcements does not assist a child’s development or encourage them to learn. 
Furthermore Chomsky (Mooney, 2015) disagrees with Skinners premise that all learners are born with a blank mindset. Instead, Chomsky proclaims that humans are born with an existing basic knowledge, therefore the need to be taught everything anew is not required.

.  



Overall, the behaviourist approach concludes that individuals gain knowledge through their interactions within the environment. Although, considerations must be given regarding the advantages and disadvantages within the theory.

One strength of Skinner’s behaviourism theory is that the approach aims to directly study behaviour that is measurable and observable.  Using this theory, all internal thoughts and opinions are operationalised. Therefore, it becomes highly possible to analyse and compare individuals’ behaviour.  

In contrast to this, all internal factors are excluded from analysis, many internal factors govern behaviour such as motivation. All biological factors which might influence an action or decision are failed to be considered. Behaviourism goes against the idea that an individual is in control of their own behaviour.  


What are your thoughts on this theory?



Social Constructivism

Vygotsky’s most influential and important structures to help explain cognitive development are the zones of proximal development and scaffolding. 
The teacher (MKO) is responsible to identify a learner’s zone of proximal development.  By using this intervention, the teacher can extend the learners knowledge beyond the established boundaries (Lee, 2014).   

Can you remember how your work intensity increased as you became more knowledgeable of a topic?  

As we have established scaffolding is only ever temporary and can be provided in a variety of ways.

Teachers can help progress a child’s level of proximal development by providing the following scaffolding support:
· Break down the topic – Providing more manageable segments to prevent overwhelmingness. 

· Allow ‘think out loud’ time - verbalising the thought process to encourage acknowledgment of the task. 


· Play ‘Think Pair Share’ – Discuss content within small groups stimulating social interactions. 
Scaffolding holds the power enabling pupils to succeed independently. 
This strategy encourages children to build their self-efficiency and develop a higher order of thinking (Egge, 2019). 

Chaiklin (2003) opposes Vygotsky’s theory stating the zones of proximal development are unclear. It does not account for a child’s learning needs or capability levels. 
Pondent (2021) debates Vygotsky’s theory by stating zones of proximal development are not practical for teachers as they are time consuming. 
On the whole Vygotsky’s theory is based upon the premise that an individual’s cognitive development can be advanced through social interactions with a more knowledgeable other. 

To evaluate social constructivism, we must consider the advantages and disadvantages associated with this theory. 

Vygotsky’s theory promotes active learning and engagement with the involvement of others. The central point being individuals can grow, develop and excel further with the support of a more knowledgeable other. 
In contrast to this, Vygotsky’s theory does not explain how a child internalises experiences to advance their mental functions.
The individual is reliant on the more knowledgeable other to provide them with social experiences. The more knowledgeable other may be bias as to which social interactions the child will participate in.

What are your overall thoughts on this theory?
 


So, how are these theories implemented within a classroom?

Skinner’s approach can be applied to classroom management. 

Applying the conditioning process rewarding positive behaviour and punishing unacceptable behaviour, pupils will gain an understanding of the required behaviour (Kaliska, 2002). 

There are a variety of resources that classrooms can use as reward schemes.  Rewards schemes are used to carryout Skinner’s principles of positive reinforcements (Kaliska, 2002).

Can you think of any reward schemes that were used within your class?

Moore (2005) informs us a child’s behaviour can be a disguise for many other reasons. To provide a child with consistent nurturing boundaries we must provide positive reinforcements. 

Here is how Reward charts help reinforce positive behaviour: 
· Give praise 
· Influence progress  
· Provide motivation
· Raise self esteem 

School’s must follow their behaviour policies regarding reinforcements and punishments.
All rewards should play a motivational role reminding pupils that good behaviour is valued (School A, 2021).

How can good behaviour be recognised?

· House Points – Weekly winning year has free toast.
· Merit stickers – Reach certain amount rewarded with book vouchers. 
· Celebration Assembly – Encourages whole school participation and appreciation. 

Behaviourism includes punishments, within a school they can known as sanctions. 

Sanctions should be subtle at first it may be a facial expression or eye contact just to let the child know you are aware of what is going on (Morgan, 2007). 

Can you remember your teachers stern look? 


Key elements to remember about punishments/sanctions: 

· Be clear – explain why the sanction is being applied. 
· Discuss changes – explain what needs to change with their behaviour.
· It is not personal –punish the behaviour not the person (School A, 2021).

Think about that again, it is the behaviour that requires punishment not the person. 



We are all aware that some unacceptable behaviour requires more than just a subtle reminder.
Serious inappropriate behaviour must have an equal punishment.

For example, parents may have to attend a meeting with the headteacher, or the child may become suspended (Morgan, 2007). 

Scaffolding is regarded as a key feature of all taught activities. 

For a child to master a task firstly they must be provided with support. 
Only then boundaries can be stretched to reach independent accomplishments (Bourbour, 2020). 

Vygotsky’s scaffolding approach can be observed within a nursery setting, 

Here is an activity where at first scaffolding is required yet towards the end, work is completed independently. 

[image: See the source image]
(Public library, 2021).

Teachers provide children with the required resources (scaffolding).
The teacher provides a demonstration, the children start the activity (scaffolding). 

The teacher talks and encourages the children to discuss colours, shapes, and the threading technique (scaffolding).

The teacher is present throughout but encourages independent work (scaffolding).
As the children become familiar with the materials the teacher’s assistance is no longer required (scaffolding removed). 
Independent working has been achieved. 

Do you recognise this activity? 
            

I hope you have learnt something new from my blog, now you are aware of learning theories and how they are applied within a classroom. 

Can you think of more ways theories have been incorparated within our classrooms?  
I am curious to know, did your answer change throughout this blog? 
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