Principles of Learning Theory – Essay

This essay will consist of three theorists. I am going to compare and evaluate how Jean Piaget, Lev Vygotsky and John Dewey work, by comparing and contrasting the similarities and differences that may occur within their theoretical views in an educational setting. 

Firstly, Cherry (2019) researched that Lev Vygotsky was a Russian psychologist, born in 1896. He started to show an interest in how a child developed and achieved an education. Vygotsky emphasised how much he enjoyed the psychology of art and language development. Vygotsky was one of the most influencial psychologists, sadly he died at such a young age of just 37. One of Vygotsky’s theories was called the ‘Social Constructivist’ theory, this theory is often applied in schools. The social constructivist theory is the way in which children learn from each other. In Vygotsky’s opinion the child must be interested in the learning process with other people enabling social interaction (Vygotsky,1962). 

Next, Jean Piaget was a psychologist from Switzerland, born in 1896. He was a professor of child psychology, focusing on how a child matures through different stages of childhood, these stages are called Schema’s (Britannia, 2019).  Cognitive development was the theory that Piaget was most famous for, looking at the way in which children develop intellectually throughout different aspects of the day. However, according to Mcloed (2018) she commented that Piaget disagreed that a child’s cognitive development was due to the intelligence of a child, it was due to the interaction with the environment as well as the biological maturation. 

The last theorist that will be analysed is John Dewey. Dewey, (2007) researched that John Dewey was an American philosopher, born in 1859. His ideas are best known for education and social theory. Dewey’s theory is social constructivism, he believed that children learn best by experience in real situations. He stated that children should be provided with opportunities for them to think for themselves and communicate their thoughts (UCD Teaching). John Dewey specialised in behaviourism, he believed that children learn best when experiencing a ‘hands on’ approach rather than being lectured. Bates (2019) commented that education itself was purely just the knowledge, rather than actually concentrating on the children’s learning experiences. 

Dewey spoke about how children best learnt when they were interacting with the environment and have involvement in the curriculum. This could link to the new curriculum of successful futures – which entails the importance of pupil voice. A statement from the Welsh Government, (2019) it stated that “Children should be active participants in the learning and assessment process, taking ownership of their own learning”. In the new curriculum the emphasis is that children should be encouraged to be independent, ambitious learners- wanting to build a fun learning environment, having a say on their education. This has been supported by evidence that Donaldson, (2015) made a recommendation that:
A school curriculum should be designed to help all children and young people to develop in relation to clear, agreed purposes - meaning that children should influence decisions about curriculum and pedagogy.
When working with children it is important that the children have the best education that is adapted and suitable for their learning. Dewey believed that all children were unique learners and learn best when they are in social settings (Williams, 2017). It is vital that when implementing activities, they are unique to each individual child to enhance their chances of positive outcomes. According to (Pound, 2008):
Piaget stated that teaching should be matched to the needs of the individual, tasks should be presented at a level with the child’s current mode of thought.  
For Piaget, language came second, in contrary to Vygotsky, he argued that the development of language will help children to become more socially aware and be able to communicate about various things around them. Dolya and Palmer (2019) commented that ”Vygotsky believed that the most important function of education is to facilitate the development of a rich, effective, spoken language”. 

According to the different theoretical approaches it is evident that children can learn in different ways which can vary according to personal opinion. Piaget’s thinking was that pedagogy is a fundamental part of a child’s learning and that every child will learn in different ways (Bates,2019). Similarly, Dewey’s theory indicated that all children learn through experimenting in real life situations, he believed that children are inquisitive and curious therefore, learn best when doing (Pound,2008). Whereas, Vygotsky believed that children learn the best through physical interaction, his approach is mainly embedded in early years (First Discoverers, 2019).  

Although Vygotsky and Piaget both worked with the constructivism theory their teaching approaches varied. Piaget’s theory stated the importance of child-lead learning and that children should be given the opportunity to be able to learn through experimenting for themselves. Piaget did not believe in the constant need of adult input, he saw a child’s learning as self-directed, by exploring and reflecting on things independently, it enables the children to increase competence (Halpenny and Petterson,2013). However, according to Ofsted (2017) a report regarding early years curriculum, it states that most learning could not be self-discovered or be taught through each child’s own choices, teachers appreciated that most knowledge, skills and processes needed to be taught directly, especially learning to read, write and the ability to understand numbers. Likewise, to Piaget, Dewey also liked the idea of child-lead learning. However, it could be argued that people may disagree with this recommendation and that it may have only been put in place to keep teachers in a job. According to Bates (2019) some people may argue that Dewey’s theory is too child-centred and diminishes the role of the teacher. In contrast, Vygotsky believe that it was crucial for many children to interact with adults, mainly for gaining an insight in language but also becoming aware of ways to think independently through own experiences (Pound,2008). However, this could also provide negative feelings. Vygotsky believed that children need adult input to be able to learn effectively, for some children this may be the case but sometimes it can cause the child to feel inadequate. Wood (1998) suggested that it is difficult to meet the particular needs of a child’s zone of proximal development without there being a danger of an adult going beyond the help needed or to undervalue a child’s potential. 

Dewey, Vygotsky and Piaget all believed that children should become more independent by thinking and learning for themselves. Chand (2017) commented that by children learning by experiences, children will gain knowledge but also be able to develop skills and habits which will lead them to problem solve. In similarity to the work Dewey has carried out, Piaget strengthened ideas that as a teacher they should facilitate rather than actually teach, presenting the children with opportunities to problem solve, this requires a teacher to adapt from teaching, into a nurturing role supporting a child’s needs (Mooney,2000).

In conclusion, it has been brought to my attention that after researching in depth that actually the three theorists are very similar in how they expect children to learn, they all highlight the way the children gain knowledge and understanding from their environment. Vygotsky and Piaget related to Dewey, all maintaining that children learn the best when taking part in practical actions and by interacting with the environment around them (Aubrey, 2015). Regarding Piaget’s theory it could be criticised that he carried out his studies alone using his children as participants. This suggests to me that his findings were unreliable and could been seen as Piaget being biased. Similarly, Flanagan (1998) argued that the complexity of the task which the children were set, could possibly be too difficult meaning that they did not fully understand what was being asked of them. I agree with Piaget’s theory in thinking that pedagogy is a vital aspect of a child development and after working in a special needs school I understand the importance of differentiating the children’s work in order for them the flourish. It is amazing to see how much we use these theoretical approaches in everyday life in a school setting, whilst all theorists differ in many ways all strategies have been implemented in the classroom setting in ways in which help children to learn.
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