Children: Do we teach them? Or do they teach themselves?This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA

Have you ever wondered what the best way to teach is? Well teachers ask themselves almost every day. There are so many theories on how best to teach children and young adults. This blog will look deeper at some of these theories and you will be able to apply some of these practices either to teaching or life in general!
Theory 1 – Constructivism
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What is constructivism? Constructivism became a scientific theory in education in the 1800’s. Fathered by German educator and pedagogue Friedrich Froebel. Constructivism is the theory that children draw on previous experiences to build their learning. In simple terms, they build their own education. Wikimedia (n.d)


What is Froebel’s kindergarten philosophy? 
In society today, we all know what kindergartens or nursery schools are. At one time almost everyone has attended one in their lives. But do you know who created them? 
Translation
Kinder – Children
Garten - Garden


Friedrich Froebel invented the kindergarten as a result of his belief that children are plants and teachers are the gardeners that help nurture and help the plants grow. 

Froebel believed that for children, play is not a way to learn, it’s work. Froebel said, ‘in play children construct their understanding of the world through direct experience with it.’ (Early education, n.d). 



Women in education in the 1800’s.
‘Froebel pioneered the role of women as educators of young children’ (Froebel trust, 2022). Froebel recognised ‘that education starts in infancy and because of this he saw mothers as ideal teachers of humanity.’ (Froebel gifts, n.d). 
He was a pioneer for working women in the 1800’s as he believed that ‘women were best suited to become teachers or kindergartners at his schools.’ (Froebel gifts, n.d). 

German politics in the 1800’s
Widespread interest in this theory meant that many more kindergartens were opened. However, after the German revolution in 1849 the government decided that women were forbidden to be politically active. Therefore, Froebel’s women teachers were seen as problematic. 
Another issue was raised owing to a confusion with the socialist views of Froebel’s nephew. As a result, the Prussian government banned the kindergarten movement in 1851. 

Frobel’s sad ending and legacy
Froebel saw his life’s work disappear and a vital stage of children’s development disrupted. He fell into a deep depression and sadly died in 1852.
The ban on kindergartens was lifted in 1860. 

Froebel’s influence on 21st century education
Remember those wooden blocks in school? Or those number and word games you’d play with a teacher? Well, those are there because of Froebel’s influence. 

Ever think it’s cruel that we send children to nursery at 2 years old? Well, that is also down to Froebel. Because of this kindergarten philosophy and theory of play, nursery is seen as important to a child’s development.

Foundation phase in school exists because of Froebel. As do rights respecting schools. 
Outdoor learning was written into school curriculums as a result of Froebel. 


‘The garden, Froebel believed, offered an ideal environment for young children. Through gardening, exploration and play outdoors children develop an understanding of the natural world, begin to appreciate its beauty and learn to take care of it.’ (Helen Tovey, n.d).







Theory 2 - Behaviourism

What is behaviourism? Behaviourists believe that all behaviour has been learned and can therefore be manipulated and changed. In terms of children, behaviourists believe children respond to external stimuli, a teacher for example.

B.F Skinner – Who is he and what did he do?
Born in 1904, Skinner was a major influence in behaviourism. ‘In a 2002 survey of psychologists, he was identified as the most influential psychologist of the 20th century.’ (Very Well Mind, 2022).

[image: Operant Conditioning | Introduction to Psychology]He conducted the well-known experiment known as Skinner’s box. He placed animals inside a chamber like box with two levers. ‘When the animal pressed the correct lever, food would be passed down to the animal.  However, if the animal pressed the other lever, a small electric shock was delivered.’ (Very Well Mind, 2021).  

The animal soon learned that one lever delivered food and the other would cause pain. Therefore, the animal learned which lever to press and which to avoid. 

This is what became known as Operant Conditioning. 

Behaviourism in schools
Although the Skinner’s box experiment took place in 1948. The results of his work have been vital in helping society understand behaviour up until the present day.

The education system has used methods from behaviourism since the early years. One of which being positive and negative reinforcement. 
Think back to when you were in school? When you did something good, such as finishing your work or helping another student, did your teacher give you a sticker? And when you went home and told your parent, they were happy with you? This was the teacher giving you positive feedback, in the hope that you would continue doing so. 

How about if you did something bad? Pushed a child or were rude? Did the teacher send you to see the headteacher? Speak to your parents? This is what is known as negative reinforcement because the teacher was trying to dissuade you from acting like this again. 
Both of these scenarios link back to a behaviourist theory that behaviour can be manipulated and changed. 

Development of Behaviourism in school
As someone who was born in 2001, I can remember being positively and negatively reinforced in the ways I stated above. If I was good, I got a sticker and a pat on the back from my parents. If I was bad, I got a telling off from my teacher and was not allowed to watch television after going home. 

However, after speaking to older family members, I realised that the use of punishment in school has come a long way since they were in school.

Before 1986, teachers were allowed to use corporal punishment on pupils who misbehaved in their classrooms.


What is corporal punishment? – ‘It is any punishment in which physical force is used and intended to cause some degree of pain or discomfort.’ (Council of Europe, n.d). 

The use of corporal punishment was allowed before 1986 owing to ‘loco parentis’. ‘This gave teachers the same rights as parents owing to the fact they were seen as authority figures.’ (The Guardian, 2016). 
Since the ban on corporal punishment was put in place, there have been many studies into its long-term effects. ‘It has been linked to negative outcomes for all children, including,  


· Physical and mental ill-health
· Impaired cognitive and socio-emotional development
· Poor educational outcomes
· Increased aggression
· Perpetration of violence’.
World Health Organisation (2021).	
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Have a look at this picture…. How would you feel if this was your child being threatened with a teachers’ belt or cane? 

According to research by Independent, 

‘Half the nation's parents would like to see a return to corporal punishment in schools, according to a survey out today.
A poll of more than 2,000 parents revealed that 49 per cent of them wanted to see a return to the days when smacking and caning were allowed in schools. A separate poll of 530 children currently at secondary school revealed nearly one in five of them (19 per cent) would like to see its return to bring more discipline to the classroom.’ 
	
Independent (2011).




Let’s Evaluate

Constructivism
To best understand a theory, it’s easier if we can apply them to our day-to-day lives. In this case I’m going to apply them to education.  Both theories are based on research conducted over several years and have merit in many different ways. However, that does not mean they don’t have their faults. 

Constructivism is known as a child-centred approach to teaching. Child-centred means ‘keeping the child in focus when making decisions about their lives and working in partnership with them and their families.’ (tri.x, 2018). 

Child-centred teaching goes hand in hand with inclusive pedagogy, which means ‘ways that courses, classroom activities, curricula, and assessments consider issues of diversity in an effort to engage all students in learning that is meaningful, relevant, and accessible.’ (University of Chicago, n.d). 

Froebel is described as a pedagogist, and after researching his theories and kindergarten philosophy, I think we can understand why. His thinking was way ahead of his time, he understood that children learn through experience in their early years, not from copying words or numbers off a whiteboard. As teaching staff, I believe we all experience this if we have worked in early years education and support Froebel’s thinking. 
[image: Notable Influences on Isopublic - Isopublic Initiative]
Psychologist Jean Piaget supported Froebel’s theories and conducted his own research by observing the intellectual development of his own children. He found that children go through 4 stages of intellectual development. 
‘These stages are:

· Sensorimotor stage (0–2 years old)
· Preoperational stage (2–7 years old)
· Concrete operational stage (7–11 years old)
· Formal operational stage (11 years old through adulthood)’ (Alicia Nortje, 2021). 
, 
(Alicia Nortje, 2021)
Piaget believed that children learn through exploring and interacting with their environment and will construct knowledge for themselves. 

Children, in Piaget’s theory, learn by themselves and choose to do so.
When applying this to education, we can see that the stages of development sometimes happen at a later age for some children and earlier for others. And we see this in the classroom everyday as some children, for example, will be working with numbers that are in the high double figures. Whereas other children may still be learning with single figures. 
This does not mean that some children are more intelligent than others, it means that the children are at different stages of intellectual development and will learn in their own time. 
Piaget also saw children as mentally active and not passive receivers, meaning they are not motivated by rewards. Which disagrees with theories by behaviourists. 

Behaviourism
As with constructivism, I will apply the theories of behaviourists to education and seeing where the positive application lies. I will also discuss the positive disadvantages of using behaviourist methods in the classroom. 

Positive reinforcement
In education, positive reinforcement ‘focuses less on reprimanding students for misbehavior and more on rewarding good behavior and accomplishments.’ (Emily Hamm, 2018). 
Examples include stickers, certificates or a positive talk with parents. 

Negative reinforcement
Although it may sound strange at first, negative reinforcement does not mean condoning bad behaviour. Negative reinforcement means to ‘remove (or negating) stimuli from students to promote positive behaviours. In our example, you'd take the ball away from the students – you're negating (or removing) the stimuli in the environment that's encouraging bad behaviour.’ (Mark Ankucic, 2019).

Positive punishment
Although it sounds bizarre that punishing a child is something that can be done in a positive way, the theory has been proven in classrooms. 

‘For example, teachers may assign extra school works to students who misbehave. A teacher may also add a “black star” on the behavior chart if a student uses his cell phone in class.’ (Pamela Li, 2022).

The goal of positive punishment is to condition the child to not misbehave again in order to avoid punishment.

Negative Punishment

‘Negative punishment is the opposite of positive punishment. It's when you take something away from the child until the unwanted behavior changes.’ (Steven Zauderer, 2022).

Whereas in positive reinforcement you merely encourage the child to change their behaviour themselves. With negative reinforcement you try and force the child to change their behaviour by taking something that is important to them away. 

What do both theories have in common?
Both of these theories, while they contain merit, unfortunately generalise children and young adults. Generalisation means ‘a statement that seems to be true in most situations or for most people, but that may not be completely true in all cases.’ (Collins, n.d).
The constructivism theory focuses on outdoor learning, but some children may not benefit from outdoor learning at all. While with behaviourism, the theory relies on the basis that conditioning works on all children and young adults. The reasons as to why I believe this is inaccurate will be discussed in the following post. 



















My experience as a Teaching Assistant
[image: Teacher-student interactions are the best measure of early education ...]

Constructivism – my day to day
The first thing I realised when researching and writing the two theories above is how much I use both on a daily basis. 

I work in a rural primary school in West Wales and recently outdoor learning has become a crucial part of our curriculum. Every Friday we get the children to wear wellies and waterproofs and we do different activities with them outside. 
They learn shapes by making circles, squares etc out of sticks. They learn numbers by counting stones to build hedgehog houses and they learn to sketch by drawing what they can see around them, e.g a tree. 

I work in the foundation phase and know first-hand how bored and restless children can become if they are stuck in a classroom all day, they benefit from being outdoors, whether it be for work or play purposes. 

Children’s attention span varies and therefore benefit from breaks, playing outside also gives them fresh air and a chance to release energy by running and playing with peers. This also helps develop their social skills. 


	Attention spans by age
· 2 years old: 4-6 minutes
· 3 years old: 6-8 minutes
· 4 years old: 8-12 minutes
· 5-6 years old: 12-18 minutes
· 7–8 years old: 16-24 minutes
· 9–10 years old: 20-30 minutes
· 11-12 years old: 25-35 minutes
· 13-15 years old: 30-40 minutes
· 16+ years old: 32-50+ minutes

CNLD (n.d)

Froebel believed that children build their own education and learn for themselves. In my experience this is true whether a child is outside or not. We allow our children to have a free session at least once a day, this gives them the opportunity to choose anything to do. Some choose to play, others may paint. Some children also like to sit down with a whiteboard and practise their numbers or spelling, completely unprompted by us as teaching staff. 

This shows that if a child wants to learn, they will. But if they need a break then they will take these as opportunities to have some time to play with toys. As stated in my previous post, Froebel said, ‘in play children construct their understanding of the world through direct experience with it.’ (Early Education, n.d). 

Behaviourism – my day to day

In a class full of children, reinforcement and punishment is used every day. I will go deeper into my personal experience as a one-to-one with a little girl who has Down Syndrome. 

Every child with Down Syndrome is different, however,


‘they often have mild to moderate intellectual disability and may have specific challenges with attention span, verbal memory, and expressive communication. Behavioral problems such as stubbornness, impulsivity, and temper tantrums may be more common in children with Down syndrome.’ (Boston Children’s Hospital, n.d).

The child I look after matches these behaviour patterns and personally I have found that both positive and negative reinforcement is the best learning theory I can apply when teaching her. 

She struggles with toileting, before this year she relied entirely on me to establish a timetable where I would put her on the toilet. More recently however I have begun using the sign for “toilet” and if she signs back, I will place her on the toilet. 

I will then give her a sticker as positive reinforcement for asking to use the toilet. As the weeks went by, I found that she would randomly come up to me during the day. I then used the sign for “toilet” and if she signed back, I knew she was asking me to go to the toilet. I continue with the stickers to this day. 

In terms of when she misbehaves, I find that punishment does not work as sometimes she does not understand what she has done wrong. Instead, I will use the negative reinforcement theory of removing her from the area or taking away anything she may be using to hurt other children. 

These methods prove effective as I monitor her behavioural changes in a contact book that goes back and forth between me and the parents. 


Summary 

Both the constructivism theory and behaviourist theories I have discussed are effective theories of learning. They are both child-centred approaches that focus on children’s education and behaviour. 

It is important to realise that both of these theories tend to generalise, and in education it’s important to see every child as an individual that may not respond to the same methods as others. 

Next time you are in class remember, you aren’t teaching 25 children, you are supporting 25 individuals with their education. 
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