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The principles of learning and teaching are undoubtedly, integral to successes gained in educating another human being, young or otherwise, principles that determine outcomes and experiences. This essay investigates theories influencing those principles of learning and teaching, linking those theories to practice and policy within schools. The theorists researched are John Dewey, Jean Piaget and Lev Vygotsky.  These theorists have had considerable influence on practice and policy in schools, drawing attention to how children learn, and what determines the depth and applicability of the learning, how children put the learning into practice, achieving ‘personal fulfilment and development' (Aubrey and Riley, 2019, p.1)
Dewey believed in pragmatism, thinking of the practical outcomes related to learning. Interaction, experiences and reflection equate his theory of experiential learning. Interactive experiences which encourage engaging with, and considering the environment are common practices in schools today, with the learner at the centre. It is the ideal that the practical experience allows the learner to think about the activity, to be critical and analytical, therefore increasing their ‘know-how’, (Contentengine, 2010). This impacts on the efficiency of a learner’s critical thinking skills, highlighting the effectiveness of being at the centre of the learning. Critical thinking is vital for successful learning, asking questions and analysing are lifelong skills. This is reflected in the New Curriculum for Wales, when it talks about ‘ambitious, capable learners, ready to learn throughout their lives’, (New Curriculum for Wales, 2020).  
Dewey discussed ‘linking’ activities that have been experienced before, to new experiences, often seen in schools today. The process of building on experiences, beginning with a concrete activity is a valuable tool, particularly in Early Years Foundation Phase, (2015, p.5) where schools go right back to basics, considering stage not age. Pinnock (2020) talks of starting to learn concrete activities, for example maths and number acquisition starts as play in the home corner, serving out food, talking about quantity, more, less. Once that skill is acquired and solid, the process moves onto more complex ways of learning. This enforces Dewey’s theory of making experiences link together, building the learner’s knowledge and understanding, encouraging application of knowledge to real life situations.
Considering teacher’s roles in his theories, Dewey advocated the teacher being a ‘facilitator’, guiding the learner's participation and interaction but also to learn alongside them, analysing and reflecting together, creating more valuable, cooperative learning experiences, reflecting their stage and way of learning. In his Dictionary of Education (2015, p.135), Dewey compares the teacher to a merchant selling goods, to be successful he needs buyers. In the same way teachers need to be fully aware of their pupils likes, interests and the way they learn, to become master merchants and produce master buyers!
Dewey’s vision reflects the vision of the Welsh Assembly Government (2017, p.6) The aspiration is to produce learners prepared to be ambitious, taught by effective teachers, driven to guide pupils to reach their full potential and ‘lay the foundation for life-long learning’ by developing their skills for lifelong learning, also incorporates Dewey’s theory of the value of critical thinking skills. 
Sharing the theory of considering ‘stage not age’ was part of Piaget’s thinking, however, interestingly his four stages of development had age boundaries to consider. Perhaps Piaget’s greatest theory influencing modern day policy is that children learn best when they explore and engage with their environment, so the onus is on teachers to equip and prepare the environment to stimulate, promote curiosity and therefore drive the learning. The Foundation Phase (2015, p.6) states that ‘practitioners should understand, inspire and challenge children’s potential for learning’, reflecting Piaget’s theory. Piaget said that children construct their knowledge around previous experiences, (Constructivism), using ‘schemas’. These are ‘building blocks of knowledge’. These blocks of knowledge help a child remember and make sense of an object, or action and draw on previous experiences. Hence, each experience adds to and enriches the last, in affect making the child a master of their own development. The Professional Association for Childcare and Early Years, (2016, p.3, p.5) illustrates how Piaget’s theory of allowing children to explore their environment, allows them to gain a ‘deeper understanding of their world’.
According to Piaget’s theory, Early Years children would be at the Pre-operational stage, where the child’s logic enables them to sort objects or actions accordingly, the state of equilibrium, (Mcleod, 2018). Assimilation happens when a child encounters something a little different from what they already know but can make subtle changes to make it fit in that ‘file’. Another process is accommodation, where the child may recognise a previous experience, but differences would need to be pinpointed. The child then adds that new knowledge to what is already known to ‘accommodate’ the new experience or information. 
Of course, all humans are not built the same and there will certainly be differences to how they react to new experiences and information. This reverts to the teacher knowing the children and taking the learning in new directions if needed, dependant on peer support and the ability to gain something from making mistakes. Many schools use the expression ‘flearning’, a more productive term than failing or ‘mistakes’. This is especially productive when children work with peers who may be of a higher intellectual development. An experiment by Doise and Mugny (Jordan, Carlile and Stack, 2008, p.63) describes how children can lead their peers of lower ability into a discovery of knowledge based on their observation and questioning, reasoning and understanding, induced by working together with those of a slightly higher ability. Caution was needed not to pitch the ability of peers too high, but it is interesting to note the results, where children took on their peer's opinions and created solutions to problems, thus expanding their own learning, being at the centre of their own learning. Indeed, the Plowden Report (1967, p.7, p.273-274) said ‘at the heart of the educational process is the child’ and highlights the different rates of child development, and how this needed to be embraced and encompassed in the classroom. Within Piaget’s ideas of collaborative activities lay the concept of supporting children’s learning in a stage appropriate, explorative way to enhance their discovery and interpretation of knowledge.
A contemporary of Piaget’s, Vygotsky gives a different theoretical viewpoint to the value of exploration. Piaget understood the necessity for confidence and an interest to explore an environment, Vygotsky expounded this, prioritising the social content of that environment and the impact it could have on a child’s development. By turning the learning process into a social, interactive, language rich experience, not an information giving exercise, the knowledge gained is of far greater value. In his theory of Social Constructivism, Vygotsky believed that learning always occurs in a social context where language (particularly that of more skilful individuals, for example peers) plays a powerful part of the development process. It is the opinion of many theorists that play in Early Years is imperative for the acquisition of knowledge, ergo enhancing development. 
Using these ideas, Vygotsky prioritised the ‘improvement’ of the child’s play experience, expressing how adults can play a vital role in the play of children. These ‘Most Knowledgeable Others’ (MKO) can redirect the play to help progression and engagement, moving the child to the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD). Learning can reach a point, Vygotsky said, where it becomes static, independent learning has run its course and requires an adult to ‘scaffold’, (Bates, 2019, p.48). The optimum learning occurs in the ZPD, where tedium would be below the learner’s capability and concern would be above. Scaffolding supports the learner, by engaging and ‘hooking’ the learner, by breaking the task into relevant, interesting, focused chunks. Modelling by MKO’s, be that teachers, teaching assistant, peers, parents, is a valuable necessary tool that will instil in the learner a confidence and willingness that may have been absent previously.  
Interestingly, Weldemariam, (2014) discusses how intervention by adults must be appropriate or risks damaging that process of development. During play, children use their autonomy and power to drive the play, take its own direction. Adult intervention, if required risks the disruption or ending of play, halting imaginative play, a vital ingredient to a child’s development. This article reflects the ideas of Dewey where an adult would be the ‘merchant’ encouraging buyers, this intervention in play must be by a skilled knowledgeable adult. Modelling play or becoming a ‘co-player’ is of far more value, allowing the child to negotiate and interpret the play, therefore making connections, activating prior knowledge, using their autonomy, being powerful and central in their play, boosting self-esteem, confidence, interest, all vital ingredients for further development and learning. This need for high self-esteem and confidence is apparent in many schools who advocate the Relationships First Policy, providing for the development of self-belief and enjoyment of school to create hopes and aspirations for life.
Theorist will always have their place in Education, policies, settings, training and it is imperative that educators are aware of the impact those theories have on education today. It is interesting that ideals of theorists often cross over, such as Dewey and Piaget putting particular importance on the role of the educator as the ‘facilitator’ and the vital role they play in a child’s development.  Indeed, all three theorists discussed advocate the use of practical experiences to drive the learning forward. Interestingly, humans are social beings and Vygotsky and Dewey agreed that the social aspect of learning is paramount to the successes in the classroom. It should be noted that learning is not exclusive to the child in the classroom, adults should embrace the learning and co-learn with the children, enriching the classroom as a whole.
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