Student Number: 1502779	SJTA5007	Claire Morgan
A student’s learning environment is no longer seen as just a classroom. The Glossary of Education Reform (2013) explain that the “Learning environment refers to the diverse physical locations, contexts, and cultures in which students learn.” Different locations include school, home, and the world around them, cultural views, an educator’s attitude and their interactions are all possible examples.  Methods of cognitive development have been a source of research for years, with a number of conflicting theories being presented. During this assignment the Student will critically discuss some of these theories in relation to education challenges caused by an individuals’ personal characteristics and the world around them. 
In all countries “Education must develop every child’s personality, talents and abilities to the full.” (UNCRC 2010) In order to fulfil this legal requirement, it is important to understand what factors could prevent a child getting the most from their education. These factors are commonly grouped as either personal, internal or nature and external, social or nurture.
Internal factors are just that. The biological or unseen personal characteristics which can influence behaviour. These can be presented through an individuals’ character traits, for example being shy, aggressive or outgoing. It can be seen in medically diagnosed changes to a person’s physical or mental state, such as suffering from profound sight or hearing loss, Epilepsy, Autism, Cerebral Palsy and the loss (or use of) limbs. Emotional conditions including depression, panic attacks and Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder (OCD) also affect an individual.
When discussing external factors, it is essential we understand these are any outside factors which can impact on development. These could include the Culture a child is brought up in, their Religion and associated beliefs, or the child’s socio-economic background, especially if effected by poverty. Opportunities for, and level of education, Family, Friendships and the environment they live in are also prominent factors. It is easy to under emphasis, perhaps, the difficulties faced by children living in post war environments.  
When we look at the provision of a learning environment it is important educators are aware of the different methods learners use to develop. A physical impairment, namely sight loss, may prevent “normal” methods of education being successful. Understandings of developmental theories can help change this. Piaget (1936) was the first to develop a theory for child development based on observations and research. Prior to these studies it was assumed that children were not as good at thinking as an adult. Piaget demonstrated that there was, in fact, a considerable difference in the way children approached tasks. His Stage Theory of Child Development proposed that all children had the same basic building blocks for intelligence, regardless of race, culture or impairment. These building blocks were known as “Schemas.” The theory proposed a child wanting to build a wall from Lego would first need to understand how Lego blocks fitted together and what constituted a wall. Once a child had developed these Schemas they were in a state of Equilibrium (balance). However, if the individual was then asked to make a car from Lego they would enter a stage of Disequilibrium as they only have a schema of a wall. The information about a car, perhaps detailing 4 wheels, window and movement, would be Assimilated (updated) and Accommodated, so if the request was ever made again the child would have the suitable building block. Once this update was successful the child would re-enter the stage of Equilibrium. Piaget believed that it was the bodies desire to stay in a state of balance that drove the child’s development. Methods of learning, and the behaviours that were displayed by children of different ages, formed the reasoning behind the “Stage Theory.” The stages were called: Sensorimotor (ages Birth to 2), Pre-operational (2 -7), Concrete Operational (7-11) and Formal Operational (11+).
The Sensorimotor stage relied on the actions, skills and reflexes that a child was born with to develop understanding. Visually impaired children still present the same basic movements at birth to a non-impaired child, such as grabbing and sucking. In order for development, however, educators need to place more focus on education through the use of their other senses, such as touch, taste and sound. By the age of two, and as the child enters the Pre-operational stage, language starts to develop. Cue cards are often used for language purposes, normally starting with ABC. The A is normally represented with an apple as the visual cues are relatively clear. The High Scope Foundation, however, identified that these “traditional” educational practices do not work in the context of Additional Learning Need (ALN) pupils. In demonstrations of cues to teachers of visually impaired pupils, they focus on the “concept” of an item. So, a teacher provided with a card saying apple was asked how they would describe the item? They are unable to provide any description. Progressing to a picture, they would be able to explain 1 or 2 details, red/green etc. Being provided with a plastic apple would allow further descriptions, but again not many accurate, real life ones. When the teacher was provided with a real apple a full description of the item can be given using numerous senses. A visually impaired child given this opportunity can smell the apple, touch the skin, taste it, cut it (with assistance) and feel both inside and outside, including the seeds. This volume of information allows visually impaired children a chance to create strong perceptions of the items “being.” Non-impaired children will walk before the end of the sensorimotor stage, however visually impaired children normally learn to walk in a straight line by around 3, with concepts such as walking in a circle not being processed until about 4 years of age. This means that whilst a child may not have intellectual delays preventing them from moving between stages, the physical abilities have to be taken into account during education. For example, during the pre-operational stage non-impaired pupils will develop the understanding to pretend, such as using a washing up bottle as a rocket. Providing the visually impaired pupil had been given sufficient, suitable resources to intellectually understand the perception of the rocket, they would be presented with difficulties relating to the perception of the objects movement. Through hearing they would be able to demonstrate the noise of the engines and touch would identify shape, however as identified by Held and Hein (1963) if movement is not available the pupil won’t understand the idea, regardless of other information gained through the other senses. Their research also showed that by introducing movement, even after negative behaviours are displayed due to a previous lack of mobility, the negative behaviours can be unlearnt in a very short period of time. 
Piaget’s belief that all children have the same basic “building blocks” can certainly be seen in visually impaired pupils. Pupils still learn by developing schemas and updating them through their remaining senses. Through provision of activities such as horse riding, children are able to develop an understanding of balance, gait and posture, which would normally be developed by non-impaired children through walking. It could be proposed that a visually-impaired child just needed to find another method to update their “building blocks.” 
Currently, 1 in 4 children experience poverty. Between 2015/16 the Department for Work and Pensions found 4 million children living in poverty. This is despite the Government’s commitment to end child poverty by 2020. The impact of childhood poverty is alarming. The Department for Education (2015) found that 
	“By GCSE, there is a 28 per cent gap between children receiving free school meals and their 	wealthier peers in terms of the number achieving at least 5 A*-C GCSE grades.” 
Health is also impacted. The Office for National Statistics (2010) found that
	 “Men in the most deprived areas of England have a life expectancy 9.2 years shorter than 	men in the least deprived areas. They also spend 14% less of their life in good health.”
In order to give children in poverty an opportunity to thrive educators can further develop their understanding of a child’s needs using Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (1954) development theory. The Hierarchical theory, often demonstrated as a pyramid, proposed that certain needs are more important than others, and if the basic needs at the bottom stage of the pyramid were not met you would not seek to achieve the needs of the next level. The first need, or stage, is a simple Physiological one, having sufficient food, water, sleep and warmth to survive. The provision of Free School Meals (FSM), Breakfast and clubs and grants towards uniform aim to tackle these basic needs. Basic amenities in school, such as toilets, drinking water and warmth, will also help meet this stage. Next is Safety. Children need to feel safe, whether at home or in school, before they will engage in learning. Bullying is regularly an issue linked with poverty, with differences in social class, clothing, lack of money or an inability to be part of social activities common topics. If a child cannot be protected within these environments they will not look to progress. Belongingness and Love come next. Children need to develop circles of trust and friendship in order to develop socially and intellectually, however studies by the National Children’s Bureau and Centre for Longitudinal studies (2016) show that children in poverty demonstrate isolated, combative social skills. They found
	“More than a third of children in persistent poverty were described as tending to play alone, 	compared to a quarter of children who have never experienced poverty.”
These children were also 3 times more likely to fall out with friends regularly, and less likely to talk to them about personal problems. In addition, communication at home was affected. Children were less likely to discuss concerns or worries to their family, as well as confide in their mothers about the things they cared about. An individual’s Esteem is the next stage, focusing on areas such as respect, self-confidence and acknowledgment of success. Once a child is happy here they move into Self-actualization, the stage where individuals are self-motivated to be creative, educated and aim to fulfil their potential. 
Once the basic physiological needs of a child are met in learning environments, focus must be placed on providing safe environments before further stages. Childline (2009) estimate between 20 and 30% of primary school pupils experience bullying, whilst The Institute of Education (2009) estimate that almost half of school non-attendance is caused by bullying. Non-fulfilling the safety stage, for example, appears to significantly influence education levels. Learning environments need to be welcoming in relation to each stage. The use of iPads for education may, for many, aid learning. However, pupils in poverty may not have experience with this technology and an inability to use programs could generate feelings of insecurity.    
A child’s cultural background is one which cannot be overlooked when discussing education. Achievements in the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA 2015) identified geographic similarities in certain cultures. Of the 73 countries tested, the top 4 are in Eastern Asia. Within the top 10, Eastern Asia is represented 7 times. External factors, such as economic ones, seem to show no correlation with performance. Estonia, who achieved the 5th best PISA result, show a net worth by adult of $35,503 (2015 Global Wealth Report). Quatar sit in 61st place in the PISA tables yet record a net worth of $156,986 per adult. The US have the 4th highest net worth per adult, £352,996, nearly 10 times Estonia’s, however their results place them 31st on the PISA tables. In the UK performance levels between cultures is evident. Every year there are around 2000 Chinese pupils studying for their GCSE’s. 70% of these pupils had less than 3 other Chinese pupils in their year. With such small numbers of peers, the provision of education would not be specifically geared to their cultural background. Yet this does not affect performance. Information gathered from GCSE results showed that average performances from the Chinese pupils was higher than their peers. It also provided damning evidence in relation to education levels and poverty, as in the PISA 2015 results. Pupils from a Chinese background scored similar results whether they were from a rich or poor background, where as British children showed an improvement of nearly 100% between those in deepest poverty to the richest pupils.
To provide suitable approaches to education in different cultures we will look at Vygotsky’s (1962) theory on Social Development. Unlike Piaget, who believed a child’s learning process was universal across all cultures, Vygotsky presented the idea that cultural influences played the key role in a child’s development. Within his Social model he presented the concept of a “More Knowledgable Other (MKO)” and the “Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD)”. He theorised that the interaction with a MKO, for example a parent or teacher, would provide the cues for development. Shaffer (1996) provides an example of a child with their first jigsaw puzzle. When attempting to complete on her own she performs poorly. Introducing her father to help complete the task allows for the development of strategies, such as looking for corners and edges. In addition, providing a few matching pieces that the child could assemble into a small section provides the child with the encouragement and strategies required to complete the task. The ZPD is linked to the assistance provided by the MKO. It relates to the development a child can achieve on their own against that provided by social interaction. When completing the jigsaw, the “proximal development” came from the interactions with the MKO (Father). These socially learnt strategies would then mean that the child had become competent in the action (of completing a jigsaw) and would be able to develop these behaviours personally. 
These cultural tendencies can impact on a way a child approaches school, especially in the context of a “normal” classroom environment. Commonly known as the Individualist or Collectivist perspectives to education, these behaviours highlight the difficulties educators could come across in providing a suitable learning environment. Individualist children work independently, engage in lessons and present critical questions and discussions. The Teacher is in charge of the School environment whilst parents are seen as essential in development. Collectivist children present more social skills, working with peers to aid education and self-regulate behaviour. Students are normally reserved and quiet in class, and parents step back allowing the teacher to drive education due to their education and experience. Valdes (1996) found that many Hispanic cultures tended to leave educational decisions to the teachers and not become heavily involved. In contrast, European American parents were often more involved, especially in the physical context of classrooms or school trips. It is important that educators do not see these cultural differences or approaches as a difference in the way education is supported by families. Based on Vygotsky’s theories is the “reciprocal” approach to teaching. Using the Collectivist behaviours, the method encourages students and teachers to collaborate in education by practising four key skills: summarizing, questioning, clarifying and predicting. Over time a teacher’s responsibility as the MKO reduces as the pupils’ knowledge base and ability to learn increase. Emphasis is also placed on more able pupils to act as the MKO to others.
[bookmark: _Hlk503629752]Visually impaired pupils able to demonstrate physical characteristics such as walking, horse riding and even an ability to play football, appear to confirm that all children have similar “building blocks” for learning. Differences in PISA results between cultural and economic backgrounds demonstrate that different cultural approaches impact on education outcomes. Each of the theorists discussed above proposed a stage type development theory, whether linked to age, development of the ZPD and the fulfilment of needs. All acknowledged that environmental and physical characteristics influence development, however differed in their methods and view on priority. Further theories, such as Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological theory, also point to interactions between an individuals’ characteristics and the external world. For educators, it appears essential that understanding the importance of internal and external factors is developed. Recognising these factors will allow learning environments to be modified to ensure pupils get the resources required to fulfil potential. Suitable training, and an understanding of development theories, will allow appropriate strategies of development to be formed within the learning environment. A simple use of Maslow’s Hierarchy, for example, might illustrate a child’s lack of development due to physiological needs, but through provision of Free School Meals, it is possible to monitor changes and understand how best to educate the child. 
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