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The fun of learning with Froebel
[image: Froebel's Kindergarten: The Origins of Early Childhood Education - Sprouts  - Learning Videos - Social Sciences][image: Froebel's kindergarten]
(Koblin, J, 2021) 						

Have you heard of Friedrich Froebel? I had not until recently and I realised that I’ve been using his Kindergarten Philosophy for years! 

What is the Kindergarten Philosophy?  
It is known as the theory of play that is the basis of the Foundation Phase in UK schooling. 
Froebel, a German educator, presents a theory of play that allows children to learn through play.   He founded the first kindergarten in 1837, believing that children have unique needs and skills and that should be nurtured and nourished “like plants in a garden” (Koblin, 2021).    

The Start of a Theory 
Connected to nature from a young age, Froebel created his educational philosophy around the importance of play.   He believed that children are naturally creative and curious and that the best way to learn is through hands-on experiences, where they can discover and explore through play.  

Froebel has seven key components to his theory; 
1. Structured Play 					[image: ]
2. Froebel’s Gifts
3. Occupations
4. Nature-Based Learning
5. Child-Centred Curriculum
6. Holistic Development
7. Community and Social Interaction                                          	(Free, 2013)

If you have ever been in the early years or a flying start setting in the UK, then you probably have used some of these components.   The link below gives more details:
Froebel's Theory of Play for Early Childhood Education — My Teaching Cupboard 
(Smithery.com, 2024).
(Gallerytea.wordpress.com, 2013).  

Froebel’s Gifts 

Froebel’s Gifts are commonly known as educational toys. Froebel put together a set of coloured felt balls which was gift one.  Gift two was a set of three hard, 3D shapes – a wooden sphere, cylinder and cube hanging by a string from a bar.  Gifts three to six were a set of cubes, rectangular blocks or wooden prisms.  These sets encourage children to creatively explore maths, science, engineering and architecture, through open-ended play.   

Froebel’s core principles are:

· Play as the Foundation of Learning 
· Unity and Connectedness 
· Nature and Outdoor Play
· Learning through Self-Activity and Reflection
· Creativity and Symbolism 
· The Role of the Educator 

These principles and components are known throughout the educational world as the Froebelian Approach.   Put simply this means that play can be a significant and focused activity that allows children to expand their creativity, problem-solving skills, and social interactions. Through play, children engage in self-directed learning and construct their understanding of concepts (Care for Kids, 2024).   

Froebel loved the outdoors, and his theory encouraged children to learn through being outside in the garden, seeing the connections between plants, animals and humans alike.  By experiencing these connections children grow in their learning.  

I like the following quotation from Froebel, 
“Play is the highest expression of human development in childhood for it alone is the free expression of what is in a child’s soul” (The Power of Play, 2024).

The Downfall!
By all accounts, a misunderstanding led to the demise of Froebel’s now famous Kindergarten! 
The Prussian government thought that Froebel’s views were the same as those of his nephew who was a well-known socialist.  Fearing the worst they banned and closed all Kindergartens in 1851.   Froebel did not see the lifting of the ban some 10 years later, as he passed away in 1852.   

However, Froebel has made a lasting impact on how educators teach children in schools and aim to create nurturing environments based on his revolutionary principles. In particular, the Play-Based Learning, Child-Centred Approach and Active Learning all have developed our understanding of children learning and growing through play (Brodie, 2024).   
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The rats and the pigeons, Skinner's experiments!







(Worksheets Clipart Library 2024b)   

(Worksheets Clipart Library 2024a)


Learnt behaviour, is it a thing?   
Do you think humans can be conditioned to behave a certain way? Well maybe! 
Have we all heard of Burrhus Frederic Skinner and his Operant Conditioning theory? It's about the rats and the pigeons with positive and negative reinforcement, in other words, rewards and punishments.    
So how does this relate to children and education you say?  
Well, Skinner was under the impression that you can control behaviour by using rewards and punishments to modify behaviour, be that of a rat, pigeon or a human.    
So, how did he find this out? 
He experimented with rats and pigeons, which is not the most humane thing to do, in my opinion. There are a few videos of his research that you can watch if you're so inclined.   
Skinner started with pigeons. He created and set up the Superstition in the Pigeon, an environment where the pigeon would get a reward of food for making a random movement. However, the pigeon was first deprived of food for a while and then placed in an environment where its behaviour would be controlled by presenting food when it turned (McLeod, 2024).  
[image: White rat close up]He moved on to the rats next!  Where he created the ‘Skinner Box’, in simple terms the box was fitted with a lever and when pressed food or water would be given out to the rats.  Skinner regarded this phenomenon as Positive Reinforcement (Bates, 2015, pg. 32-33).Stock Image


SO…. If receiving food and water was the positive reinforcement, dare we ask, what was the negative reinforcement?
Later, in his experiments, Skinner started adding grids to the boxes, which, when activated, gave the rats an electric shock. Surely this is a bit extreme, don’t you think?   
With all these experiments that Skinner worked on, he made a new term of Radical Behaviourism! 
What's that in simple terms, you say? The easiest way to explain it is that Radical Behaviourism is how people think, feel, or act.  It does not exist independently but is a result of their environments and the experiences that they have encountered (Regis College, 2023).   
Returning to my earlier question, how does this relate to children and education?  
Skinner's theories are used extensively in education, where positive and negative reinforcement can be used with challenging children. Teachers would like to help the children focus on work rather than exhibiting unwanted behaviours.   
How would this look in a school environment? Positive reinforcement needs to be done by encouraging a stimulus within the child to increase the positive behaviour.  In other words, giving praise is an example of positive reinforcement, together with offering rewards to encourage the desired behaviour.   The reward is used to strengthen the behaviour, which hopefully will occur again (Brodie, 2024).   (Reinforcement and Punishment. 2024)
Splashlearn.com (2024). 

The negative reinforcement is often seen as a punishment but that isn’t quite right.   For negative reinforcement to work correctly, the reinforcement must be done immediately.  You should remove the aversive stimulus to increase the desired behaviour.  
This means that you remove an unpleasant task when the children display desired behaviours.   
Educators are using Skinner's theory every day in their line of work even without realising it.   Not giving homework because the class has behaved well all day, giving a reward for an excellent piece of work.  
Some don’t agree with Skinner, but they should at least accept that it is used all the time, like I said before without people realising what it is.  I think his theory will probably outlast us all.   
Skinner did good on the behaviourism! 

(ef.com, 2024)
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Do you want to be boxed in or have free will? 
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Would you rather have your free will or be boxed in, restricted and controlled? 
In our education, we have many different ways of learning.   Some use one-way others use another way.   Which way is best?  
We all learn differently but how do we know which is the best way for us to learn?   
In this respect we could ask this question to the educators, what would they say?  
I think they would say that we have many different styles of teaching, and we must find the best ways for the pupils in class at any one time.   

I’d like to talk about the different approaches of Burrhus Frederic Skinner and those of Friedrich Froebel.    Both theorists have very different ideas on how children learn.   
Skinner is a behaviourist and Froebel is a constructivist.   A bit of context if you're not aware of what this means.   
Behaviourist theory is based on the idea that all behaviours are developed through conditioning, which takes place through interactions with the environment (Cherry, 2022).  
 
Constructivist theory, on the other hand, is all about the idea that we learn through actively constructing our knowledge in an ongoing progression.  This suggests that we create meaning through our encounters and connections with the environment (Cardiff Metropolitan University, 2024). 

As you can see, they are entirely different ways in which it is suggested that we learn.   (FasterCapital.com, 2024)

Skinner broke down his theory into 5 sections which you can see in the image opposite.   
So, what does this look like in the classroom?   
Educators would prefer to see pupils behave in certain ways.  For this to be achieved some rules and routines that are put in place in classrooms.  Educators will use positive rewards and negative consequences to get the desired actions or behaviours from the pupils (Teaching Channel, 2021).   
[image: 7 Key Components and Characteristics of the Froebel Approach]
Froebel’s approach was very different from Skinner’s. Froebel follows 7 key components and characteristics and is much more centred around learning through play.  
Froebel believed that children should be allowed to freely discover and connect in self-directed play and that we, as educators, should support them in this experience (My Teaching Cupboard, 2024).   
In a school learning environment, this would probably be shown by children who are just playing. However, it depends on how and what they are playing with. Having blocks out and building is learning construction through play, and being outside looking for bugs in a hunt gives the children the ability to explore and investigate new life.  

So do you think these two theories actually work or is it a load of nonsense?
There are lots of investigations that support both theories and some that challenge the findings.   In my opinion yes both theories work it’s just a matter of preference to which you use.    

Skinner and his Operant Conditioning theory, if you think about it has been used on yourself since you were born.   Praise and punishment are the same as positive and negative reinforcement that Skinner's theory is all about.    
Your parents, teachers and employer have all used this trick to get you to behave in a certain way throughout your life.   So, it does work, receiving positive or negative reinforcements/punishments does influence our behaviour.   
However, Skinner has been criticised for the oversimplification of our complex nature, his theory doesn’t take into account our individual differences and our cognitive processes.  In effect, it takes away our own free will! (Psychologist World, 2025).  

Froebel’s theory of play is aimed more at the young generations and how they learn through play.   However, I think that his theory also keeps popping up as we grow up.  Let me explain, learning through play gives you the skills to be able to express yourself, gives you the ability to develop your cognitive skills and helps you with your social skills (Brodie, 2025).   Bear with me, does this not happen with all the new experiences that you encounter throughout your life? I think it does.  

I’ll leave you with this question, out of Froebel and Skinner, which one of them focuses on the child?   
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What we use and how we use it in education.
(ProFuturo, 2025).
(Stock.adobe.com-1, 2025).







(Stock.adobe.com-2, 2025).







When you’ve been working in the education field for a while, you get to learn and see many different techniques that are used in the daily environment with a variety of learners.  

When reflecting on our work practices within education, we must consider all the situations of learning that have gone well and those that have not.   With that in mind, let us see what resources and strategies that are used in our settings, that link to Skinner’s operant conditioning theory and Froebel’s theory of Play.  

In my 15 years plus of working in several different settings, from flying start provisions up to secondary and ALN centres I came across many strategies and resources that have been linked to different theories, but I didn’t know it at the time.  

I’ll start with Froebel’s strategies and resources that I came across.  The most obvious place to start is the Flying Start, Nursery and Early Years provisions as these are the young generations that Froebel’s theory of play is more suited to.   
Across all these provisions, the big focus was being outside and going to the forest schools.   This links directly with Froebel’s connection with nature and exploring the outdoor world around us.  This also leads to the value of the inclusive pedagogy of child centre practice in that the children are allowed the freedom to learn, play and the building of connections with nature (Bullard, 2022).  

When I first walked into the Flying Start setting, to me it looked like a free-for-all, little kids all around you playing with each other, making a mess with the water and sand and then there was the painting corner, you could see every colour in the world and some new ones you didn’t know existed.   
However, this is what Froebel would have approved of.   All the children had the choice of each and every activity that was on offer.  It gave them the freedom, choice and opportunity to play with the sensory experiences that they all crave, it also gave them the guidance from us as adults to support them when they needed it (Tovey, 2020).   

To an extent, Skinner’s theory also played a part in these provisions as well, as some of the children would not behave a certain way that the staff approved of.   So, this would be managed by using the positive and negative reinforcement strategy.  
A way this would be shown in practice would be something along the lines of taking away a certain toy until the desired behaviour had been reached which is negative reinforcement.  
Positive rewards were also given in the form of stickers for sitting down at assembly time or when the child shared a toy.   

Regarding Skinner and Froebel in the secondary school and the ALN centres, there are differences in how the theories are used.   As the children are older or have learning difficulties then the approach must be changed to meet the needs of the children/young adults.   

Skinner’s theory is used daily in secondary schools as there are rules and routines that are followed every day.  But how is this reinforced you ask, the simplest one to look at here is if the child does not attend their lesson because they couldn’t be bothered, then they would get an after-school detention.   This would act as a negative punishment, hopefully encouraging the child to then go to lessons (Teaching Channel, 2021).   

Within the ALN centres that I have worked in, the child’s best interest is always at the heart of the staff that work with them.   However, they still need rules and barriers.   Meeting the rules could be hard for some and to overcome this issue, the use of positive reinforcement and punishments were used.   We would do this in a way that the child attends their mainstream lesson and when they return to the centre, they could have the Lego for a set amount of time, equalling positive reinforcement and reward (First Discoverers, 2025).  

Again, whilst in the ALN centres, the children would have access to the sensory garden, the sensory rooms and the various toys and activities provided.   This is more in line with Froebel’s theory of play, where they were able to go to the garden and explore outside, but were also in a safe place to do so.   
Toys such as Lego, playdough and building blocks were also available to them and were often encouraged as this would stimulate the process of social interaction and connection, that some of the children miss out on.   

So, to sum this up, yes, the theories are used in education, but sometimes we don’t even realise we are working in line with those theories until we step back and are able to observe the environment around us.   
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