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Theories of learning and the learning of theories.
Learning is the acquisition of knowledge or skill.
A theory is a set of statements or principles devised to explain a group of facts or phenomena. 
                                                                                                                              Gray, MacBlain 2012
Whilst educational settings and the delivery of education has changed dramatically in some areas over the last few decades, it is apparent that the theories behind the ways in which we learn, were well honed over 160 years ago. 
Lev Vygotsky was a Russian psychologist, born into a traditional Jewish family in 1896. His father was a bank manager, well-educated and worked hard to give his son the best education he could, providing him with a private tutor for his studies. Subsequently, Vygotsky became a highly competent academic who went on to study at medical school, then changing to law school at Moscow University. However, his real intellectual passion was in the humanities and social sciences. Sadly, Vygotsky died of Tuberculosis at the young age of 37, never finishing his theory. His daughters have since carried on his work. With his focus on child development, Vygotsky became most famous for his research regarding the development and structure of human consciousness. His studies connected the social and mental processes, describing cognitive development as an essentially social process. Vygotsky attributed this to 3 main parts.
· MKO - More Knowledgeable Other
· ZPD - The Zone of Proximal Development
· Language
The more knowledgeable other in a child first years is usually he parent/care giver. Learning eye contact, smiling, mimicking behaviours and speech. Vygotsky believed that hearing the spoken word as well as seeing facial expressions and body language, lead to better understanding and meaning. In school, the teacher is one of the more knowledgeable others that a child learns from, but not the only MKO. 
Vygotsky described the process of learning through social interaction as the zone of proximal development. This is the gap between what a person can do independently and what they can achieve with the help of an MKO. Interestingly, Vygotsky believed that learning was not dependant on the child's willingness to engage, but their ability to learn with help. Placing doubt on all of the times the words “they are failing to engage with the help provided” is heard echoing through the corridors of schools. Could it be that the child simply does not know how to learn with help? 
The use of language in everyday conversations with adults and peers about shared experiences, is crucial in building knowledge and perception, Vygotsky believed. Talking and observing talking, helps children to make sense of situations.
Vygotsky's Theory of Cognitive Development in Social Relationships
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Convinced that the child centred approach, where children are actively powerful participants in their own learning and intelligence comes from actions! Adamant that a constructivist teacher creates context for learning, in which students become engaged with and then facilitate their learning experiences. 
Vygotsky did not like intelligence tests as he believed that observing how a child tackles a task, could reveal the same as any test score. Insisting that observation is the key for early years practitioners. Observations are wildly used today, although mainly for behaviour purposes. Which we have come to recognise as a form of communication, which Vygotsky saw as key to children's learning. 
Although he did not declare himself a social constructivist, his work would certainly suggest so. Social constructivism puts emphasis on the role society and culture have on learning. Shaping how individuals perceive, interpret, and attach meaning to their experiences, forming society, and influencing thoughts. The knowledge is constructed using language and social interaction, within the environment which it is experienced. In the first few years of a child's life, this would be dependent on the home. Although as we know from Maslow (1943), children are not ready to learn until their basic needs are met. Vygotsky’s work became quite influential during the late 1920’s, unfortunately attracting the attention of the Russian government who did not care for his views. Calling his work middle class idealism, Stalin subsequently banished it to a single library, only accessible by special permission from the secret police. These papers were undiscovered until the 60’s, gaining popularity the 70’s before peaking in the 80’s and are still being translated into English today. Therefore, some citations of his work can be found to be dated after his death. Frederickson and Cline (2009) state, however, that some of his work has been misunderstood due to translation and cultural distortion. Vygotsky holds attraction to many thanks to his diverse knowledge, such as psychology of art, neurology and psychiatry. His theories appeal to scientists and academics still today. He himself was/is the MKO to so many!

John Dewey
“John Dewey was a pragmatist, progressivist, philosopher, and social reformer. He felt strongly that people have a responsibility to make the world a better place to live in through education and social  reform”. 
                                                                                                                                                (Gutek, 2014)
Dewey had 4 main principles, experiential learning, discussion, interactive and interdisciplinary. Dewey thought that education and democracy were intrinsically linked and that education was the key to a democratic society. Dewey felt that schools played a vital role in the education and development of more inclusive societies, that democracy did not only benefit the individual but benefitted society. Showing a moral commitment, achieved through education. Which he thought was critical for personal and social judgement, benefitting large culturally diverse societies. Dewey focussed on equal opportunities for learning for all. This is now in line with The United Nations Convention of the Rights of the Child 1989, particularly article 31 regarding children's right to education and play.
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Deeming that children needed support, structure and direction in their own learning, believing that a child's uniqueness was genetic and experiential. Some think that Dewey’s theory was ahead of its time, when he suggested that education should have a wider social purpose, preparing students to become effective members of society. Stating in his book My Pedagogic Creed, 1897, “I believe that education...is a process of living and not a preparation for future living”. This ties in with his belief that learning does not stop at school, adults continue to have important learning experiences that continue their intelligent growth long after they have left the school building. After he set up a laboratory school at the University of Chicago in 1896, where he conducted his studies to develop and test his theories, Dewey reflected that the adult should encourage the child's inner drive, not hinder it by placing restrictions or rules in the learning environment. Expressing that the best approach for education was child centred, with active and interactive learning opportunities that involve the child’s social world and community. Dewey was of the opinion that teachers should have a good general knowledge, not only of the world, but also their students. Subsequently, by observing their students, the teacher would be in the position to plan the forthcoming lessons, by organising the tools for discovery by children. Feeling that learning was best through practical activities. Believing that students should develop their own interests and work in line with their age and development, and that by taking part in activities and experiences it would help them to understand and appreciate the world around them. Dewey thought that the teacher should create a problem to encourage learner reflection, as he saw “reflection as a tool for transforming experience to learning”. Learning at school should be child centred, the children should be active participants, where the teachers are facilitators. Dewey didn’t just believe that the teacher was there to part with their wisdom, he thought that the process of learning should be one that is experienced by teachers and children together.  
John Dewey’s 4 Principles of Education
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                                                     Dewey’s list
                            OUT                                                                             IN
Passive learning                                                                        Experiential learning
Learning by rote                                                                        Discussion
Restrictive learning environment                                          Interactive learning
Subject specific                                                                         Interdisciplinary

Born in 1859, just before the Civil War broke out, into a family of farming, John Dewey lived through some historical, exciting and liberating times. 
· The passing of the Civil Rights Act 1866
· Thomas Edison patenting the light bulb 1880
· The opening of the Statue of Liberty1886
· Henry Ford building the first automobile engine 1893
· The seventeenth amendment, the direct election of US senators, by popular vote, rather than state legislation. 1913
· World War 1 1014-18
· Nineteenth amendment, women can vote! 1919
· Amelia Earhart became the first woman to have a solo, non-stop transatlantic flight. 1932
· World War 2 1939-45
· United Nations established 1945
Looking at the eclectic mix of inspiring, historical happenings that Dewey experienced, maybe Vygotsky himself would have attributed Dewey’s own success to the social and cultural stimulus he experienced growing up? Dewey’s liberal thinking towards education was noted in the The Plowden Reoprt 1967.
Vygotsky influence is everywhere.
Vygotsky believed that effective peer collaboration was asymmetric in transferring knowledge from MKO to less experienced learners. Peer interaction was most important. He also believed that the focus was on the process itself and not the product. Bringing to the forefront how the child arrives at the answer and not on the answer itself. Seeing physical and social environment as critical for cognitive growth in extending the Childs social learning experiences. we see Vygotsky's influence all around us in educational settings today. For instance, Science lessons in secondary schools, where there are practical experiments occurring daily. Students are set to task in groups of mixed ability levels, where they must use language skills to interact socially in order to successfully complete the task. In these mixed groups there will be opportunities for the students to investigate, research and discover information in their preferred learning style. This ties in with Gardner's multiple intelligence theories. He believed but everyone had a unique blend of multiple intelligences that made them into an individual. Gardner summarised them into the following 9 intelligences: linguistic, logical mathematical, musical, bodily kinaesthetic, visual spatial, interpersonal, intrapersonal, naturalistic and existential. Like Vygotsky, Gardner thought that by acknowledging an individual's strengths, you would have a better understanding of the learning process. Teachers should be on hand to encourage discussions and debate through this collaboration and cooperation between pupils. This creates interaction between pupils, promoting independent and peer learning by encouragement of effective questioning by the class teacher. 
Dewey literally was 100 years ahead of the game!
In a lecture given in 1899, Dewey talks about the restrictive traditional education in schools. He recalls trying to find desks for the classrooms that would be artistic, hygienic and educational. One supplier said that such a desk did not exist, as “you want something at which the children can work; these are all for listening”. I think there has never been a more relatable time than during the pandemic of COVID-19, when the world was forced to work from home, sat at the dining tables for hours at a time expected to produce high quality work. Yet this is what we are expecting from our children. In the same lecture do we talks about the classroom set up to cater for large volumes of children, which makes me think of a conveyer belt of children, moving through a factory, each lesson implanting children with a chip of information. Similar to the assembling of robots, each one the exact same. On track for completion at the end of school life, uploaded with uniformed information.

However, there is hope on the horizon for Dewey’s theories to come to fruition, in the shape of the Curriculum for Wales . Dewey stated in 1899, “It is a change, a revolution, not unlike that introduced by Copernicus when the astronomical centre shifted from the earth to the sun. In this case the child becomes the son about which the appliances of education revolve; he is the centre about which they are organised.” The new hope that the curriculum brings of interdisciplinary teaching, with experiential learning through interactive methods and discussion. To create ambitious capable learners, ready to be enterprising creative contributors, who are healthy confident individuals and ethically informed citizens. It sounds like Dewey himself could have written it! If executed to its maximum potential this new curriculum could encompass all that Dewey thought that schools should. 
Rich memorable experiences
Discussions preparing for democratic involvement in society
Learning by doing
Seeing others’ points of view
Interactive with the environment
Interdisciplinary, across subjects, building on knowledge and learning how things are connected.
Preparing for life. 
Vygotsky’s acronyms would be at home in schools of RATs and AOLE’s today.
In today's education settings, Vygotsky’s theories have been developed to include the practises of guided learning and scaffolding. Scaffolding can take shape in many forms, such as resources, challenging activities and mentoring. Believing that the teacher (MKO) supports the learner considerably at the onset and then eventually the child will need less support. Teachers should aid and support but not control, instead they are the facilitators of learning, by understanding the learners needs. As Gould (2012) states, this in addition to realistic views and managing motivation, is a very delicate balance. Scaffolding can be provided by the teacher, teaching assistant, or even by the learner itself, through self-talk. This can be seen across the UK in ELSA (Emotional Literacy Support Assistant) interventions. ELSA the work of Sheila Burton, an educational psychologist, who recognised the need in schools to help develop children’s emotional literacy. Agreeing with Maslow (1943), that children learn better in school when their emotional needs are being met. Teaching assistants are trained by educational psychologists (MKO’s), who offer a wealth of experience in children's social and emotional development, to deliver these bespoke well-being interventions. Once the initial training has been undertaken, the ELSA’s (the new MKO’s) are required to meet half termly with educational psychologists and fellow ELSA’s for supervision. This provides the opportunity to discuss any issues they may be having, queries regarding resources to use, ensuring professionalism and importantly, collaborative working. The opportunity to share ideas and best practise in the interest of some of our most vulnerable learners, is an exciting opportunity. Working together for the good of children’s well-being is the common goal and ELSA’s are naturally the type of people to want to help others, making the intrapersonal communication successful. In this intervention the teaching assistant is the MKO, enabling the child/children to extend their learning through their interaction in asocial environment. Just as Vygotsky said. Believing that taking an active role is best for learning, in order for this to be most effective, learners should recognise how they learn best. In the initial meeting, the ELSA’s prepare activities to get to know the child/children, asking what interests they have, how they like to relax, what’s the best way that they work. Some children like to colour in whilst talking, some prefer to do some craft work and others like to listen to music to help them concentrate. As this intervention is the ultimate in child centred practise, there is no better opportunity for experiential learning. By providing this intervention, it also supports the principle in Every Child Matters (2003), that children and young people should fulfil their optimum potential.
Dewey would go gooey over Lego Therapy

One of the many interventions used in schools globally, across all age groups, is Lego Therapy. Lego therapy is used for social communication and language difficulties. Generated from watching two of his Autistic clients in the waiting room, Daniel LeGoff saw previously unseen positive social interaction and felt inspired. Promoting skills such as turn taking, social interaction, sharing, and collaborative problem solving, Lego Therapy can be used in many a SMART target setting. Social skills, language and motor skills are all improved by participation in this group intervention. This child centred play-based therapy encompasses all that Dewey would have appreciated. Working collaboratively to make a Lego structure, each member of the team has a role to fulfil.
· The Engineer - this person reads and relays the instructions. Instructing the Supplier on which pieces to get and telling the Builder how to construct it.
· The Supplier - by listening to the Engineer, this person finds the correct Lego pieces and gives them to the builder.                              
· The Builder - this person physically constructs the model using the pieces given by the Supplier, from the Engineers instructions. 
· The Foreman - this person oversees the other roles and is there to assist in any problems that may arise socially. 
Over the sessions, each child has the opportunity to rotate around the different roles, practising and developing language skills, turn taking and collaborative social problem solving. These are the skills that Dewey thought most important in order for a successful democratic society. 
My learning 
I think that upon reflection, a combination of both Vygotsky and Dewey’s theories would be an ideal world to live in. The simplicity of the more knowledgeable other can be applied to so many learning situations. From learning to read, to the tying of shoelaces. From riding a bike, to learning to drive a car. There is always someone more knowledgeable, more experienced and patient to guide you through. No matter how old you are, it’s usually your mother! Dewey's philosophy on reflective learning is just good sense surely? For there is something to be learnt from all experiences. By looking back, whether that is the same day or years later, we have already experienced more. Conversations, information seen, therefore we have more knowledge to apply, dissect or challenge our previous learning. After passing your driving test, people always say that that is when the real learning begins! As a mature student, I like that Dewey thinks there is no age cap on further learning. The bonus of having experienced so much in life, being seen as a positive instead of a negative. Most interestingly to me, is how we seem to have come full circle and now realise that in order for our future generation to become fully rounded, active participants in a very digital age, we need to be providing an experiential curriculum. One where we may share our learning with peers in an equal opportunistic manner, to better our communities and strengthen the ties that bind us. So maybe the saying should not be “You can’t teach an old dog new tricks”, but instead, “You can teach some young pups, using old dogs' tricks”. 
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