Sara Hough
The Principles of Learning and Teaching (SJIE4006)
The principles of learning and teaching are widely variable throughout the country and indeed the world. The aim of this study is to explore and compare the findings of three different behavioural theorists. The first theorist to explore will be Rudolf Steiner (1861-1925) an Austrian philosopher who opened the first ‘Steiner School’ in Germany in 1919. The school was opened to provide education to the children of the local factory. The Waldorf School would encourage independent learning by way of maintaining mixing age groups and encouraging social skills as well as learning through experience. All children, regardless of social background received the same education. Steiner was described as ‘a pioneer of social justice in education’. (waldorfeducation). B.F. Skinner (1904-1990) studies theories on operant conditioning which was a contrast to those of Waldorf. Skinner believed that children only learn behaviour through reinforcement known as conditioning. Conditioning is a consequence of an action enforced directly after the behaviour occurs. The famous Skinner box demonstrates how a rat’s behaviour can be conditioned by providing positive or negative consequence (psychologistanywhereanytime). Piaget believed that learning forms in four stages. ‘The Sensory Motor Stage, The pre-operational stage, The Concrete Operational Stage and finally The Formal Operational Stage’. (Wolfolk, p.31)


Rudolf Steiner (1861-1925) established the anthroposophy approach to learning. In contrast with Skinner’s operant conditioning approach, Steiner believed that children could excel in learning by way of experimenting and experiencing social activities. Steiner’s goal was to create independent learners who will develop the skills to learn rather than to possess factual knowledge. As appose to learning from textbooks, Steiner encourages children to experiment and tell stories as their main source of learning. Thus, deterring the focus of learning from test results and factual knowledge to create free and morally responsible individuals. Steiner’s twelve-year curriculum includes core subject such as mathematics, literature, languages and science. However, the curriculum’s focus is to encourage learning through experience. Developing hands on skills such as knitting, art, weaving, pottery, music and organic farming are the main focus of learning. Two foreign languages are learnt through singing and storytelling and non-competitive sports and games are played. With this approach to learning, Steiner believed that the children would inherit a high degree of social competence and creative capabilities. Each school begins with two hours of subject learning where for four to six weeks, students’ focus would be on only one specific academic subject. These subjects include history maths, science, geography or even farming. After that, a new class would move on to a new subject. With this project base approach the work does not become repetitive. According to William Glasser who was born the same year as Waldorf’s passing at 64 years old: ‘we learn 10% of what we read, 20% of what we hear, 30% of what we see, 50% of what we see and hear, 80% of what we experience and 90% of what we teach’,  (sarahsproul,2017) which supports Steiner’s theories behind creating this style of teaching and learning. Steiner also invented the experiential approach to science’ where children could observe and go on to explain their findings in their own words and diagrams. Rather than copying it from a book. To encourage empathy and good social skills, grading is avoided, and teachers assess students according to their growth of character. Grading will be slowly introduced on in the final years to prepare students for their future in college. (Careforkids,2018)
B.F. Skinner’s approach to learning was quite different to the views of Waldorf. Also referred to as ‘the father of operant conditioning’, Skinner believed that an individual learns from immediate consequences to actions through reward and punishment. Though Skinner’s experiments were based on Watson’s theories, his beliefs were less extreme. Skinner believed that classical conditioning was far too simple. Moving on to the operant conditioning approach, Skinner’s findings we can see that a behaviour is shown by way of response or a consequence to and action. If the response to a behaviour is positive, then that behaviour would likely reoccur. For example, with the use of Skinner’s famous Skinner Box, it was found that when placing a hungry rat into a box, the rat would accidentally press upon a leaver which released food. The rat then learnt that pressing on the leaver resulted in the presentation of food resulting in the rat repeating this behaviour known as reinforced behaviour. If Skinner were to stop the release of food known as then the rat would quickly learn that this behaviour does not benefit or reward it, therefore his behaviour would cease known as non-reinforced behaviour.
According to Piaget (1954), certain ways of thinking that are quite simple for an adult, are not so simple for a child’.(Woolfolk.p31). Piaget believed that the human brain learns in 4 stages. The first being the sensory motor stage which incurs from birth to age two. The child primarily learns through its five senses. At the age of four months old, the child becomes aware of things beyond its own body after this realization, the child is then able to do things voluntarily. Once the child realises that objects and people exist even though the child cannot see them, the child becomes curious and will seek to taste, smell, and move which promotes cognitive development. However, the child continues to be egocentric. Stage two, the preoperational stage which is between the ages of two and seven. During this stage the child is able to act out fantasies by way of role play. Role play offer a range of learning opportunities such as communication, social and emotional development. The child now understand that gestures often have a meaning. For example, open arms would indicate that the person would like a hug. By the age of four, a child has knowledge but does not understand how it has that knowledge. The concrete operational stage is where the child can reason logically. The brain now is able hold conversations and engage in meaningful activities. The young person can better understand themselves and their thoughts and feelings and has become aware that other people do not share their views and behaviours. Piaget expects that by the age of 12, the child enters its final learning stage, The Formal Operational Stage. The young person now can think rationally and see the links between success or failure. They become more empathetic and compassionate and has a deeper understanding of oneself. The young person can now perform deductive reasoning to reach their own decision(Woolfolk,p.31).
The theories of Piaget, Steiner and Skinner can provide many tools to understanding behaviour. whereas there is not much evidence of conditioning in Steiner’s method of learning, Skinner proves that conditioning is an effective way of teaching the child how to behave. With the skinner box the rat demonstrates that it can be conditioned to behave in a desirable way when given the right environment to do so. Steiner who was called ‘the pioneer of justice in education’ believed that a child should be free to learn at its own pace in order to develop a much better understanding of the world and the environment around them. Our setting has adopted strategies from both theories. One strategy in accordance with Steiner’s view is to add an unpleasant response to a behaviour. A child’s undesired behaviour will be recorded on the school’s system and which leads to a behaviour point being deducted. With the same idea in mind, a behaviour point will be added to the child’s record and the behaviour noted. In accordance with our anti-bullying policy, a child will receive immediate isolation, which will lessen or extinguish the behaviour. On the other hand, children are encouraged to assess children’s work and give positive feedback which encourages their social skills. However, in a bit to encourage further learning, our school encourages the child to suggest a way of improving their work. Even though there is some evidence of Steiner’s theories being used in primary mainstream schools, unfortunately by the time a child reaches secondary school, it is expected to sit and learn through textbook. This method fits in with Piaget’s theory that by the age of twelve, the child will be equipped to have the ability to think rationally and have a deeper understanding and can see the links between success and failure. 
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