Principles for learning

The main outcome for this essay is to compare and evaluate three theorists. Researching each one individually and comparing the differences or similarities behind each theory. For this essay I will be focusing on Vygotsky, Piaget and Skinner, these theorist all well known for having developed theories linked to the development of learning, and the theories they developed are still widely used within the education system. Vygotsky’s work centred around the social constructivist theory, (Teater,2019)  suggests that ‘social constructivist theories focus on the creation of reality and how individuals view the world’. Piaget’s theory focused more on cognitive development, (Children’s health,2019) states that ‘cognitive development is the construction of thought processes, including remembering, problem solving and decision making’. And finally Skinner developed the behaviourism theory, (Lim,2019) suggested that ‘behaviourism is the theory that human psychology can be objectively studied through observable actions and behaviours’. 
Lev Vygotsky born in Russia in 1896 developed a sociocultural approach to cognitive development. ‘A distinctive feature of Vygotsky’s theory is its strong emphasis on the sociocultural character of human cognition (Kazoullin, 1998, pg1). Vygotsky believed that children experience continuous development throughout life, and the learning process is not something that is broken down into stages. He felt strongly that the learning process begins at birth and humans continue to learn right up until death. 
Vygotsky regards a child’s development as a process of interaction between the child and the culture, an adult acting as the carrier of cultural tools, and the child learning to use these tools (Veraksa, 2018 Pg4). 
Vygotsky’s theory stated that cognitive development comes from social interactions and children learn by being guided by someone more knowledgeable than themselves, as in family members and teachers. ‘Vygotsky’s theories stresses the fundamental role of social interaction in the development of cognition’ (McLeod, 2018). Vygotsky developed the zone of proximal development to measure cognition.
The distance between the actual developmental level as determined by independent problem solving and the level of potential development as determined through problem solving under adult guidance or in collaboration with more capable peers (Cherry, 2019). 
The zone of proximal development is a way of teachers and peers to teach children at their own level of capability, if something is too easy or to hard a child can lose interest quite quickly so everything must be done at the correct level for the child. This is where Vygotsky believed that the more knowledgeable other played a crucial part of a child’s development. A more knowledgeable other is someone with a higher level of knowledge that can help guide pupils and assist with the development of learning. Vygotsky believed that ‘peer interaction was an essential part of the learning process’ (Cherry, 2019). He used the term scaffolding to refer to the assistance provided by peers to children that helped them develop new skills. The more knowledgeable other implements learning through scaffolding with the main outcome being that the pupil will eventually become the more knowledgeable other.
Jean Piaget born in Switzerland in 1896 was best known for his constructivism theory focusing on the cognitive development of children. Unlike Vygotsky, Piaget believed that children go through different stages of learning. 
Piaget believed that children take an active role in the learning process acting like little scientists as they perform experiments, make observations and learn more about the world. (Cherry,2019)
Piaget believed that children go through four stages of cognitive development. The four stages are, sensorimotor between the ages of 0-2, preopertional stage between the ages of 2-7, the concrete operiational stage between the age of 7-11 and the formal operiational stage from 12years plus. Piaget believed that once every stage has been reached then full human intelligence could be achieved. While Vygotsky believed that children learn through the assistance of peers Piaget insisted that children learn through their own experiences within the environment. 
Piaget formed the belief that children learn through constructing their own knowledge through different experiences, he felt children should be engaged in their learning environment and instead of being taught by a peer they should be provided with experiences that would provide them with opportunities to learn in their own way. ‘Through their own actions Piaget believed that a child could make sense of the world around them’ (Halfpenny, Petterson,2013). 
While Piaget and Vygotsky were both constructivist theorists and share beliefs on how children learn, the approach they took differed quite widely. Piaget believed that we should provide an environment that would encourage children to explore and ask questions independently while Vygotsky felt that children should be engaged in socially organised activities and scaffolding should be provided to assist pupils with learning. Vygotsky’s theory stated that education played a central role for children to interact and engage with peers who are more cognitively developed, while Piaget insisted that children already have the cognitive abilities and that they just need to be provided with experiences that could help them learn. 
Vygotsky states cognitive development stems from social interactions from guided learning within the zone of proximal development as children and peers co-construct knowledge, while Piaget maintains that cognitive development stems largely from independent exploring in which children construct knowledge on their own (Mcleod, 2018). 

Burrhus Frederick Skinner also known as B.F Skinner was an American Psychologist and behaviourist. He was best known for his behaviourism and operant conditioning theory. B.F. Skinner proposed his theory on operant conditioning by carrying out many experiments on animals. He used a box known as “Skinner Box” for his experiment on rats. For his experiment, he placed a hungry rat inside the Skinner box. At first the rat was inactive inside the box but gradually as it began to adapt to the environment of the box, it began to explore. Eventually, the rat discovered a lever that Skinner had placed in the box, when the rat pressed the lever food was released. The rat started exploring the box again and quite quickly learnt that the lever would release food whenever it was pressed. Here, the action of pressing the lever is known as an operant response, and the food released inside the box is the reward. This is where Skinner formed his theory of operant conditioning where he believed that behaviours followed by a positive response were more likely to be repeated. 
While it is known that behaviour is affected by its consequences, Skinners theory of operant conditioning states that the process does not require repetition, but instead an immediate reaction to a familiar stimulus (Grace,2019) 
While these three theorists have been hugely influential in the development of learning strategies, their beliefs all have quite different views. Piaget believed that children were competent in learning and only need guidance from teachers/peers, while Vygotsky and Skinner both had similar theories that adults interacting with children can help aid the learning process. 
To conclude this essay I would start by saying after researching the three different theorists and researching more in depth I feel like they each still play a crucial part in the education system and the three different theories are still used daily in order to help children progress and learn. While they all have very different beliefs and approaches they have implemented different strategies in helping with a child’s development and all three theories can be used accordingly within the classroom. When researching Vygotsky I strongly agreed with his theory on children learning form someone more cognitively developed than themselves, I feel children can develop greatly with the correct help and support from teachers, family members and peers. Piaget’s views on children learning through their own experiences is also something I would agree with, in the correct environment with activities set up children can learn so much through exploring independently. From my experience in a school setting I would say these theories are still used daily, there is always opportunities for children to play end explore independently such as outdoor play and corners set up within the classroom, but also there is time for more structured learning and interaction with staff and peers where children can also learn and develop. Skinners theory is the one I strongly agree with and feel children respond so well to positive reinforcement, we use this regularly within my setting and have seen children grow and develop through the use of operant conditioning. 
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