Assignment 1

As humans, do we learn all that we know? And indeed, if so, how do we learn it?  Theories relating to our understanding of these questions help us to differentiate between learning styles and to recognise different ways in which we learn.
These theories provide the framework in which modern teaching methods are based and date as far back as 500 BC, to the Greek philosophers Aristotle and Plato. Plato’s view was that knowledge and truth came from within and our own internal desires.  In contrast, Aristotle argued that knowledge is taught, and occurs because of nurturing (Bates, 2019).  However, using psychology as a study of education is a relatively new concept, having been initially suggested a little over one hundred years ago.  An instrumental figure in this new way of thinking was Edward Thorndike, who had used animals in scientific studies on learning, and it is these findings that were applied to how humans learn.
Learning is an interpersonal process involving interaction and communication.  This places emphasis on the facilitator and the learner. Consequently, the relevance of applying psychology in education holds great significance (O’Siochru, 2018).  
This essay will discuss three learning theorists:  Jean Piaget, Lev Vygotsky and Jerome Bruner. Primarily, it will focus on their contribution to the creation of an inclusive, child-centred approach to learning and to inclusive education, and, secondly, it will explore how these theories link to the author’s own experience.  

Jean Piaget is widely considered as one of the most influential cognitive theorists.  He studied the ways in which children construct knowledge, identifying differences in the way that they interpret information to adults. He defined ‘cognitive development’ as a process by which, as the brain matures, inevitably, so does our thinking (Oakley, 2004).
Piaget’s theory of cognitive development was based on four key concepts: assimilation, accommodation, equilibrium and disequilibrium.  He used the term ‘schema’ to describe an existing mental structure, and ‘assimilation’ to explain the process by which children place a new experience into that mental structure.  ‘Accommodation’ is the adaptation of the existing schema to a new experience, and ‘equilibrium’ is the process of building an understanding of the world through assimilation and accommodation.  Yet, this is continually challenged by new, conflicting experiences which create disequilibrium.
Piaget also identified four stages in the learning process that must occur in a particular order, with each stage redefining the previous.  The first is the sensorimotor stage, where the child utilises their senses for learning.  Next is the preoperational stage, where logical thought around objects and events is developed.  After that, the concrete optional stage is where logical thought becomes more sophisticated, and finally the formal operational stage enables the individual to develop abstract thinking and reasoning skills (Webb, 1980). 
The Foundation Phase is the statutory curriculum in Wales for three to seven-year olds.  Introduced by the Welsh Government in 2010, it creates an environment in which children learn through play.  Children are encouraged to be creative and imaginative with the goal of making learning more fun and thereby more effective.  Children in The Foundation Phase can explore the world through practical activities to develop their thinking (Early Years Wales, 2020).  Teaching is directed through seven areas of learning delivered via practical, structured activities with learning experiences based indoors and outdoors (Government 2017). Piaget’s first two stages of learning are central to the values and principles of The Foundation Phase, as they are based heavily on sensory and practical experiences. The curriculum policy within the author’s working environment states that the school aims “to develop creativity, imagination, spontaneity and initiative” (Gors Community School, 2019). This encourages children to develop new schemas, activate prior knowledge and develop previous knowledge.  Nonetheless, as The Foundation Phase does not uphold the use of targets, there is an absence of indicators to measure its effectiveness (Welsh Government, 2012).

Lev Vygotsky was a champion of the Social Constructivist theory, which places emphasis on the importance of social interaction in learning (Bartlett & Burton, 2016). His views became popular in the late 1970s as an alternative viewpoint to Piaget’s theory, after perceived weaknesses were discovered in the latter’s work (Gredler, 2012).  Vygotsky championed the idea that we build knowledge through interaction with family, teachers, friends and peers, and this is how children learn.  The people that we learn from are referred to as Most Knowledgeable Others (MKOs) and the process of learning via this interaction takes place in the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD).  When learners are in the ZPD they can acquire an understanding of a subject that was previously beyond their comprehension.  Vygotsky is widely believed to have developed the idea of scaffolding to explain the role of the teacher in the process of learning within the ZPD (Bates, 2019).  In the author’s work environment, the MKOs are the Teachers and Teaching assistants (TAs).  An example of how the ZPD can be effective in this setting is the use of ‘Rapid Reading’, where daily reading sessions are held in the classroom with a small target group.  The TA assigns online reading books specific to the child’s reading age and supports the group in reading text and answering comprehension questions.  Unfortunately, although many teachers are trained to provide scaffolded learning, the constrictions of a target driven curriculum, and time constraints, can lead to pupils’ targets being harmonised rather than differentiated (Bartlett & Burton, 2016).  It is, however, widely assumed that the addition of a TA is beneficial to children (Blatchford et al, 2007).  The presence of a TA can have a significant effect on scaffolding, particularly on those with additional learning needs (ALN), by breaking the main task down into achievable, differentiated sub-tasks to build understanding. Studies have shown a prevalence in positivity surrounding the contribution of TAs. This was viewed in terms of increased attention and support, increased productiveness in the classroom and more effective classroom management.  However, contrasting studies have concluded that there is no remunerative effect of having additional staff in classrooms (Blatchford et al, 2007).  
With the primary focus being on the interaction between the learner and the instructor, Vygotsky’s work has been heavily criticised for its prioritisation of instructor-led learning.  As a result of this the theory is regarded as being limited in the broader framework of education (O Siochru, 2018).

Like Vygotsky, Jerome Bruner was a great influence within Social Constructivism. However, he identified gaps in the work of Vygotsky, and recognised that a person’s response to their environment could not be understood without first considering how their skills, habits and views helped to mould their own perspective (O Siochru, 2018).  This led to the notion of ‘discovery learning’, whereby the facilitator is present to help the learner discover a link between pieces of knowledge rather than to “spoon feed” information (Bates, 2018).  Within the authors setting, this is a principle that is used across the curriculum, and an example of this can be seen in literacy lessons.  The process begins with a piece of literature, such as the story of Beowulf.  The class will memorise the story using physical actions. Next, they will construct their own individual story maps; a retelling of the story using pictures.  Finally, they will draft a story based on Beowulf, encouraged by the teacher to apply prior knowledge and to actively participate in discussing suggestions for a story plan based on previous learning.
These ideas on discovery learning were widened to include curriculum design.  The emergence of the ‘spiral curriculum’ allows the learner to revisit a topic; each time the process becomes more complex, allowing new ideas to be constructed based on prior knowledge.  According to Steve Bartlett and Diana Burton, educational psychologists “have long argued that new knowledge should be linked to what is already known” (2016).  An example of this in practice can be again seen in the author’s own workplace, where the Mathematics Calculation Policy outlines a progression through the division process. In Year One, children are taught how to share physical items into equal groups. Subsequently, in Year Two, jottings will be used to support simple calculations; for example, a picture of six sweets and two boxes representing ‘six divided by two’. By Year Three, children are introduced to arrays and the concept of grouping as opposed to sharing. Year Four sees the introduction of short division, while Year Five expands on the same technique using the compact method.  As the children enter their final year in Key Stage two, they focus on the long method of division. School policy states that “As children’s mental methods are strengthened and refined, so too are their informal written methods” ensuring that by the time they finish their primary education children will have acquired a range of mental and written methods (Gors Community School, 2017). 

In conclusion, without the work of Piaget, Vygotsky and Bruner, it would be impossible to imagine the inclusive, child-centred educational environment that we have today. Having identified that a child’s brain interprets knowledge differently to that of an adult, Piaget was able to progress onto identifying key stages in learning.  These revolutionised the way that three to seven year olds were taught, leading to the radical change in primary education introduced by the Welsh Government in 2010, known as The Foundation Phase.  In the absence of Piaget’s work, the possibility exists that Vygotsky would not have developed his theories on Social Constructivism, MKOs and the ZPD, thus leaving us without the National Curriculum as we know it; a curriculum which allows children to work at different levels, ensuring that they can achieve their full potential (Bartlett & Burton, 2016).  Consequently, it is conceivable that the principle of using scaffolding methods, such as employing TAs and differentiated learning, would also not be practised. Furthermore, without Piaget and Vygotsky, Bruner’s discovery-led learning and spiral curriculum may never have been developed to provide children the opportunity to refine and strengthen knowledge over the course of their education.  
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