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Blog 1

Understanding the theory of learning.

Have you ever considered the strengths and weaknesses of your teaching? Would you benefit from a deeper understanding of the theory behind various methods? 

Pedagogy, the method of teaching as a theoretical and academic concept (Oxford Languages, 2022), can be delivered in a wide variety of ways. In this blog I will look at the theory of learning designed by the theorist Jean Piaget. 
What is a theory?
 A theory can be simply defined as a statement based on a set of systems or ideas, which is supported by facts or ideas, enhanced by research and explanation. 
Jean Piaget’s theory of learning was focused on cognitive development. 
(Her Majesty’s Stationery Office, 1967)

Significant changes were made in the 1960s as the Plowden report was introduced. The 1967 report introduced three main recommendations which were based around Piaget’s theory. 
1. It is realised that children should be treated differently based on their individual needs. 
2. Children should be taught what they are capable of learning. (Makes sense right, or would we just be wasting time?)
3. Teachers should be aware that children mature at different rates and they should consider the stage of development of each child and tailor the teaching to suit the individuals needs. (Mcleod, 2023) 
Who was Jean Piaget?
Jean Piaget was a Swiss theorist born in 1986. He became exposed to the intellectual development of children at an early age whilst assisting the work of Alfred Binet and Theodore Simon, as they standardized the IQ test. Piaget’s theory argues that the child development comes from within, in contrast to other theorists such as Vygostsky who focused their theory on external factors. Although both theorists suggested contrasting opinions on child development, it is evidential today that both theorists ideas are relevant and used in modern teaching and learning. 
Piagets stage theory of congnitive development comprises four stages in which a child moves through at their own pace, and although they have been given a guided age range for each category, Piaget belived the child could only progress to the next stage when they were ready, regardless of age.
(Cherry, 2023)




The stages in order of development include;
Sensory motor stage – The aquirement of knowledge through manipulation and sensory experiences.
Preoperational stage – Learning at this stage is developed through play. Children may begin to use words but may struggle to understand logic and understanding the point of view of others.
Concrete Operational stage – At this stage children are still very literal in their thinking, but do start do adapt more logic. They will start to understand the view point of others and understand that their thoughts are unique to them. 
Formal Operational stage – At this final stage, children will start understanding logic and use reasoning. They will be able to think logically with reason about hypothetical situations that may arise in the future. 
Interested in gathering more in depth information into these stages? 
Click on the link! 
https://www.verywellmind.com/piagets-stages-of-cognitive-development-2795457
(Cherry, 2023)


One thing I always ask myself about theorists …this theory is from decades ago, is it still relevant today?


[image: https://cdn.oxfordowl.co.uk/2019/07/19/13/52/18/160/OxfordLevelsAndBookBands.png]I believe Piaget’s theories are certainly still relevant in modern day teaching. Although not at all times. Within school systems there are many ways of testing and comparing and many of these strategies involve comparrison with pupils of the same age.

An example of this I’m sure many of you will have come across, would be a child’s ‘reading age’. Shown here on the diagram on the left, Oxford reading tree suggest the level of book a child should be reading purely by their age. Although used as a guide, many pupils will often find themselves behind on the Oxford level due to various adversities or challenges which may have affected their development. (Oxford Owl, 2022).
So, do you think age guide relevant and fair?


However, in line with Piaget’s theory, education establishments in 2023 are far more understanding and equipped to enable children to access the same curriculum as their peers, whilst differentiating the learning to suit the individuals needs. In 2021, Welsh Government made included the following in its legislation, ensuring it was mandatory for schools to support each individual to access the curriculum and reach their potential regardless of their stage of development or individual needs. 


“Schools must ensure the adopted curriculum is implemented in a way that:
1) enables each learner to develop in the ways described in the four purposes
2) secures learning and teaching that offers appropriate progression for each learner, which is informed by the principles of progression under each Area
3) is suitable for each learner’s age, ability and aptitude
4) takes account of each learner’s additional learning needs (ALN), if any
5) secures broad and balanced learning and teaching for each learner”
[image: ](Welsh Gov, 2021)
Do you ensure you provide a curriculum accessible to all pupils and consider their stage of development? 
Do you consider each child’s individual needs?
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Blog 2
Play is a fundamental right for all learners. 
Children have a strong desire to play. 
Through play and playful experiences, learners are able to find ways to experience a range of emotions and learn about the world they inhabit with others. 
(Welsh Government, 2023a)

Does a child learn and grow as they interact with the world? 
[image: John Dewey . John Dewey was an American philosopher, psychologist, and educational reformer whose ideas have been influential in education and social reform. illustration digital art.]Influential theorist, John Dewey certainly believed so. Dewey, born in Burlington, Vermont in 1859, began his career at the University of Michigan before he went on to become the Chairman of the department of Philosophy, Psychology and Pedagogy at the University of Chicago. Dewey, not only a primary originator of both the psychology of behaviourism and functionalism, but was also a major inspiration on movements in the 20th century, including, humanism, contextualism and process philosophy. (Nickerson, 2023)
What was Deweys theory?
Dewey’s ‘theory of education’ expressed the importance of learning through experimentation. He was at the forefront of developing learning situations where students were actively engaged rather than learning though the offering of material where the expectation is on students to absorb the information. Dewey’s theory has been prevalent in the reform of both education and social learning within the classroom for decades (Pappas, 2023).

‘Students are lethargic recipients of learning.’

[image: John Dewey and experiential learning]That’s how John Dewey perceived teaching in past times, where pupils would sit at their desk in rows and were not expected to move for the entirety of the day. Dewey’s concept would contradict this method of learning entirely. 



In contrast to educational phycologists who proceeded him, Dewey believed teachers held the responsibility to create a learning environment which encourages exploration, creativity and critical thinking. He believed that by gaining the pupils interest and involving them in the educational process by understanding and teaching what the pupils were interested in, would provide a better learning experience. This interactive method of teaching and learning would allow the pupils to become actively engaged in lessons, through physical activities or experiments, in turn placing a greater emphasis on problem solving, creativity and critical thinking.  (Main, 2023)

Is it current? 
In current teaching and learning, it is my opinion that Dewey’s theory is certainly relevant and adapted within the modern curriculum. Welsh Government (2015), explains that within their foundation phase, children should learn through first hand experiential activities. They describe ‘play’ as the vehicle for the learning process. They include, through their play children will practise and consolidate their learning by experimenting, taking risks, making decisions, problem solving and playing with ideas. They should be enabled and encouraged to play and develop individually, in small and large groups. They state that these ‘first-hand experiences allow children to develop an understanding of themselves and the world in which they live’.

Furthermore, the new curriculum for Wales framework
 encourages pedagogy to be supported by the following: 
· [image: ]‘critical, creative, problem-solving skills
· highly effective communication skills’


Whilst the learning environment is also key to:	

· ‘encourage learners to be independent, to have a say in their own learning and to take increasing responsibility for it
· allow learners of all ages to experience authentic learning opportunities both indoors and outdoors
· enable learners to apply, use, consolidate and extend skills’

 (Welsh Government, 2023b)				(Welsh Gov, 2008)

Theorists such as Vygotsky would support Deweys theory as pupils learn through experience and social interaction… BUT are they gaining the relevant knowledge and learning experience? A theorist such as Skinner may argue that the child would not learn crucial behaviours or understand expectations through the lack of control. 
From personal experience, I strongly believe learning through hands on experience provides the best learning opportunity, however these experiences are often best implemented when scaffolded but still leave room for pupil choice!

[image: The learning pyramid.]





























In support of Deweys theory, it is argued that stimulating a real experience is the most successful way of remembering, whereas reading and listening are the least successful. 


Learning through a range of experiences and activities is certainly prevalent in modern day pedagogy. 


Alongside core subjects Maths, English and Science, many practical lessons such as performing arts, physical education, music, home economics are included in curriculums, as well as more ‘real world’ opportunities such as engineering and hair and beauty which are also options in some secondary schools. 


This enables students the choice to follow a way of learning which best suits them and their interests as well as their future development and career path. Businesses have also implemented these strategies to further develop the learning and efficiency in the work place.  (Iberdrola, 2021)


[image: ]
Do you incorporate a range of opportunities for pupils to learn through new and hands on experiences?
Do you include the learner in the planning process?
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Blog 3
Can children learn effectively through play?
Should age be disregarded?
[image: ]
Let’s start with Piaget… 
In a nutshell Piaget believed learners:
· were explorers and discoverers 
· have free will
· their development would be based on their cognitive development 
· observe to make sense of what’s happening
· build on current understanding
· [image: ]are independent
(Sprouts, 2018)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IhcgYgx7aAA 
 - This video is quite informative!

I would agree, that in many experiences, the learner’s best development and understanding comes from their own hands-on success and failure. However, I do believe that learning experiences can still be independent when scaffolded, regardless of a person’s age. 

I love sport, always have. So given free will and independence, I’m going to get a ball and play a game. Creative? Yes. Independent? Yes. Explorer? Maybe not so much. 
I probably wouldn’t experience the array of challenges and opportunities the world possesses if as a child I was given free will. This is where I strongly believe, the learning must be tailored. An example may be to send me to the role play area, with free choice of my character, story, ideas, I would be exploring and developing new skills through imagination, creation and communication, but I’d be doing so without my ball, allowing me to create new sense of what’s happening and develop a more rounded skill set. 
[image: Scaffolding in the ZPD | Skyteach]
Theorist Jerome Bruners theory, would agree with me, as he discusses that when students are provided with support whilst learning a new concept or skills, they are most likely to be able to better use that knowledge independently. 
(Main, 2023)
									(Щербакова, 2022)

How reliable the research of Jean Piaget?

Piaget has been widely criticised for the lack of depth in his observations. He is accused of bias, mainly for using such a small sample of children, including three of his own and children from other well educated and wealthy families. This made many sceptical that Piagets theory would be reliable in a larger and more diverse population. (Cherry, 2023)




Example of age as a baseline
Understanding a child’s unique positive or adverse childhood experiences will no doubt play a factor in a child’s cognitive development. However, I do believe that age is a very good natural indicator for development and should not be disregarded. It can be used as a baseline which then allows the adult to understand if a child needs support or potentially a diagnosis, and this baseline provides us with a strong tool to early recognise any learning difficulties. 
For example, if a child is generally expected to walk between 10 and 18 months old, and a child at 24 months is still not walking, then a parent may seek advice, support or medical help to discover why the child isn’t walking and as an intervention to help the child progress. (Healthdirect Australia, 2023)

What about Dewey ideas?
Well, in a nutshell Dewey believed learners:

· Learn best when their interests are engaged
· Begin learning with an emotional response
· Should be engaged in active learning and enquiry
· Increase potential for learning when sharing ideas and experiences
· Should reflect on prior experience to adapt their action or response
(Howley-Rouse, 2021)
For the most part, Dewey for me holds beliefs closest to my own. I mean, who doesn’t learn best when they’re interested in something? 
If you find a topic you find interesting, and stimulates a positive emotional response, I certainly believe you are most like to fully engage, explore and therefore produce a better learning experience for yourself and others. In addition, as individuals, we all have varied skill sets, so unlike Piaget where it was more about the individual, Dewey believed in sharing ideas and experiences. This creates a repeat effect, or otherwise known as the spiral effect. This is a process of repeated learning of a topic a learner gains more knowledge each time the topic is revisited.  (University of Detroit Mercy, 2023)
[image: bruner spiral curriculum - First Discoverers]With the support of others, and your own individual ideas, this in my opinion creates the strongest environment for development and learning. Using more knowledgeable others to support and enhance the learning, can surely only increase the potential for greater outcome? 

Are there any flaws?

Dewey based most of his beliefs around social interaction, collaboration and learning by ‘doing’. However, many have argued that through this method, children may fail to acquire the basic academic skills and knowledge. Whilst others believed that his theory lacked discipline, and the teacher’s authority would be lost. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=y3fm6wNzK70. – Click the link, See what you think?!
[image: ]
(Sprouts, 2021)

Maybe a balance between Dewey’s theory and Skinner’s theory of operant conditioning would create a more rounded environment? 
In contrast to Dewey, Skinner believed in a more structured classroom, altering behaviour through consistent reward and punishment. (Skinner, 1974)
Although, if not used correctly this can devalue the teaching and learning, this method could bring order to Dewey’s social interaction. 

[image: ]
Which teaching method is most like your own?
Does this make you consider any changes?
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Blog 4
What strategies and resources can support effective teaching and learning?
	
[image: classroom_pre]The classroom…
From personal experience, the modern-day classroom in the foundation phase, is very much built around Piaget’s theory of learning through play. In addition, many of the areas support Dewey’s theory of social interaction, and many of today’s classroom are an excellent blend of both. 					             		(Early years resources, 2022)
Some ideas for the Preparational stage: 						
· Classrooms should invite children go become ‘hands on’ and interact with the learning environment.
· Encourage role play and dressing up, to move children beyond their egocentric view.
· Provide short and simple instructions, using actions and words.
· Ask questions to provoke thought 

Some ideas for the Concrete Operational stage:

· Time to introduce some rules as they move towards becoming analytical thinkers
· Add brainteasers or riddles to enhance analytical thinking
· Provide opportunity for children to start classifying objects with a few variables
· Try and stick to open ended questions to provoke thought and thinking

Some ideas for the Formal Operational stage:

· Introduce concepts with step by step instructions
· Explore hypothetical situations
· When possible, broaden the child’s conceptual thinking
(McArdle, 2022)

[image: role-play scenarios for English students]What resources can support these classrooms?
Role play – Costumes			
Generally used in Foundation Phase in primary schools, but why not use this to enhance lessons in KS3 Secondary schools? 
Can’t a 12-year-old enjoy dressing up and becoming a character to enhance their learning? (Rogers and Evans, 2008)
									(Shrives, 2022)
PE equipment 
Providing pupils with an array of equipment and giving them the opportunity to free explore will allow them to create their own games, introducing their own rules and outcomes. Why does a football have to be a used as a football? 
Allow them to decide! I’ve learnt and reused some fantastic ideas that children have come up with.		



Outdoor areas
A fantastic way to explore – Children of all ages can get at one with nature, touch, feel, smell the wide outdoors away from the classroom and create wonderful spaces when provided the resource.
 Let a stick be a sword, let some mud mixture be a meal, let a stick den be a castle.
The Forest Schools process can help to facilitate more than knowledge-gathering, it can help the learners to develop socially, emotionally, spiritually, physically and intellectually. It promotes a safe, non-judgemental nurturing environment for learners to try stuff out and take risks. (Forest School Association, 2023)

 Problem solving	
Pupils love a challenge, individually, in pairs or in small groups, children could be given the chance to solve a problem by creating a plan, strategy and even building a solution themselves.
The egg drop challenge is my favourite… give children some paper, straw, string and an egg! See if they can create a container with a parachute to protect the egg when dropped from a chosen height. So much fun! 
(Chevallier, 2016)
[image: An egg is surrounded by empty cardboard packaging, a yogurt pot, a fruit punnet, shredded paper, scissors and string.]

 (Simkins, 2023) 
[image: ]Do we need to bring some order?

It’s evident throughout Piaget and Dewey’s theories that there appears to be a lack of structure and teacher presence leading many to argue that the Teacher will lose authority and therefore control of the classroom!
						(Marie, 2021)
From experience classroom management is a hugely important tool – maybe the most important in a teachers Arsenal. (Wong et al., 2014)

Theorists, Pavlov and Skinner were amongst two that believed in the theory of behaviourism. A belief that a child’s behaviour could be manipulated and controlled through the use of reward or punishment. (BetterHelp Editorial Team, 2023)
With this in mind, I would suggest a consistent approach of ideas for reward and punishment can be used affectively in the modern classroom. 
What’s work for me? 
· Well why not let the children have their say?
· What should be rewarded?
· What type of rewards? Certificate? Sticker? Prize?
· [image: ]What should be punished and how? Missing play? Time on the thinking step? 

Would these strategies combined create a perfect classroom? 
Is there room for change in your pedagogy?
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