An Evaluation of Educational Theorists and the link between practice, policy and Academic Literature.

Many educational theorists have strongly influenced educational and governmental policies, with various theoretical and practical applications to classroom practice. Educational theorists can be crudely divided in to three groups but in reality, there is overlap between the ‘three main psychological schools of thought’ (Aubrey et al, 2019, p2). The behaviourists believe that, ‘behaviour can be predicted, measured and controlled and learning is simply a matter of stimulus and response’ (Wallace, 2008:32). Meaning that the learner can be controlled or modified to behave in a certain way in response to either a negative or positive reinforcement. The constructivists can be broken down in to two sub sections - the cognitive constructivist, where ‘meaningful knowledge and understanding are actively analysed by building on what is already known’ by the student (Aubrey et al, 2019, p3), making links between existing knowledge. The social constructivists, ‘take in to account the social and cultural background of the learner’, aware of the importance of the use of ‘language and social interaction’ of the learner with others (Aubrey et al, 2019, p3).  Humanists believe that the purpose of education, is to ‘meet the needs of the individual learner not the other way around’ (Petty, 1998:8), allowing a learner to follow their own interests so that can develop as individuals. Within the scope of this assignment, it is impossible to cover all theorists or trains of thought, but consideration will be given to the influence of a selection of psychologists on current or recent educational practice.
Lev Vygotsky was born into a Jewish family in Stalinist communist Russia in 1896 and was fortunate to secure a rare academic opportunity in a highly anti-Semitic environment. Vygotsky had an extensive career as a psychologist holding many prestigious lecturing and research positions during a time of ‘oppression of intellectuals by the Communist Party’ before his untimely death aged thirty-eight from tuberculous (Aubrey, 2019, p56). Vygotsky appreciated the ‘importance of culture and environment to enable the child to make sense of the world around them’ (Aubrey, 2019, p56). And that a child’s social environment would play a critical role in acquiring and constructing knowledge. Aware that children from middle classes were given greater cultural opportunities and appropriate communication skills to succeed in their learning. The Welsh Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACE) Report (2016) states that a child who experiences an adverse childhood experience (exposure to alcohol, drugs, violence, incarceration, smoking, poor diet, early sexual behaviour) is more likely to perform poorly in school.  And although poverty is not definitive that a child will experience an ACE, they are at greater risk of such an event. In Wales, support is provided in areas of high deprivation, through Flying Start – an Early year’s programme, which provides ‘free quality childcare for two and three-year olds, an enhanced health visiting programme, additional speech and language support and additional family support services’ (PHW, 2016). With the aim to provide a good start, on which a child can build upon for a successful future. The Flying Start provision allows children to play with support and supervision, to guide them with appropriate socially acceptable behaviours and engagement with others. Generally, within a school environment, so that the transition to the Foundation phase is natural for the child.
Vygotsky emphasised the ‘importance of learning through play’, to ‘promote experimentation and creativity’, where a child will ‘copy adult behaviours, cultivate relationships and so prepare themselves for their future life’ (Aubrey et al, 2019 p 58). The 'Curriculum for Wales: Foundation Phase Framework' (Welsh Government, 2015) emphasises the importance of a child learning ‘through first-hand experiential activities with ‘play’ being at the heart of all learning.  The Foundation Phase encourages that ‘through their play, children will practise and consolidate their learning, experiment, play with ideas, solve problems, take risks, and make decisions individually or in groups’. The Foundation phase appreciates the different developmental/cognitive needs of a child of that age, which was documented by Piaget.
Jean Piaget born in Switzerland in 1896 had a brilliant scientific career, with hundreds of articles, papers and sixty books published. Starting with an interest in biology and writing his first article aged eleven on albino sparrows. Although Piaget, did not have formal psychology qualifications, his findings, observation and experimentation has been highly regarded in the field of child psychology (Aubrey et al, 2019 p 40). Being well known for appreciating that ‘children have different intellectual capabilities at different stages of development’ (Aubrey et al, 2019, p 54). Piaget identified four defined stages of cognitive development that he believed all children has to complete before moving to the next. The sensorimotor stage (aged birth to two), where a child learns to develop senses and movement, to explore objects, the environment around them, in order to make sense of the world around them. The preoperational stage (aged two to seven years) – where a child adapts and assimilates knowledge and seems to ask “why” constantly. The concrete operational stage (aged seven to twelve years), where more complex mental operations take place and a child is able to understand volume, words, numbers and that others may have a different viewpoint from themselves. And finally, the formal operational stage (aged twelve to nineteen) where a child can solve complex hypothetical mental tasks, through exposure a wide range of experiences.
Until the Plowden report (1967), education was essentially based on the 3R’s – ‘reading, writing and arithmetic with large whole didactic class teaching,  with punishments given to those pupils seen to fail (Shaw, 2011, p2).The Plowden report (1967) stated that, ‘individual differences between children of the same age are so great that in any class…must be treated as a body of children needing individual and different attention.’ There was an emphasis in the Plowden Report to ‘endorse a move away from formal class teaching, to group work, projects, learning through play and to embrace creativity (Shaw, 2011, p 8). This concept compliments Dewey’s belief of a ‘common school where children from different religious faiths and social backgrounds could all learn from each other in an environment of tolerance and understanding’ (Pring, 2007).
[bookmark: _GoBack]John Dewey born in Vermont, United States in 1859. Raised during, ‘a massive transformation in society and culture from a rural existence to an intricate system of commence and industrialisation’ (Aubrey et al, 2019 p8). Dewey believed that a learner centred pedagogy focused on practical life experiences with social interaction and thus preparing learners to become active members of society (Aubrey et al, 2019 p8). This concept supports the Donaldson, ‘Successful Futures’ report (2015), where the assessment and curriculum arrangements in Wales were investigated and recommendations for education were made to prepare young people for the current rapidly changing culture and social environment. As the current curriculum was deemed unfit for purpose and was unable to provide Welsh learners with the skills to compete in today’s working culture. Four core purposes are the basis of the new curriculum for Wales,
‘Ambitious capable learners – ready to learn throughout their lives. Enterprising, creative contributors – ready to play a full part in life and work. Healthy, confident individuals – ready to lead fulfilling lives as valued members of society. Ethical informed citizens of Wales – ready to be citizens of Wales and the world’ (Donaldson, 2015).

Dewey believed that an ‘active learning experience with group discussions and activities within the curriculum, that are designed to the needs of the learners’ (Aubrey et al, 2019 p10). The introduction of ‘progression steps’ rather than distinct key stages, realises that learners may have different abilities and so give ‘space to those that develop skills and knowledge earlier and support for those whose progression is slower’ (Donaldson, 2015). With the introduction of the ‘New Curriculum for Wales’ starting in 2022 with complete rollout for all years by 2026, the ‘Six Areas for Learning and Experience’ which include, Expressive Arts, Humanities, Language, Literacy and Communication, Mathematics and Numeracy, Science and Technology (WG, 2019). Aim to offer a ‘broad educational experience’ with ‘opportunities to develop wider skills’ such as planning and problem solving, appears to support Dewey’s progressive educational belief rather than ‘staid instruction and rote learning’ (Aubrey et al, 2019 p 8).
The scope of this essay has merely scratched the surface of the depth of thought and links that can be made between educational policies and educational theorists, with other major influences on policy such as Maslow, Skinner and Dweck which have not been considered. It does seem that essentially the theorist has the needs of the child at the centre of their beliefs and although approaches may be different, it is what they truly believe to be the best for the child’s learning experience. Even so, ‘staid instruction and rote learning within subject specific areas’ (Aubrey et al, 2019 p8) are still prevalent in schools particularly in the Secondary sector. Hopefully, the introduction of the New Curriculum in 2022 in Wales, will move away from this method of teaching and allow children to make links between different subject areas and truly understanding a concept rather than just repeating information to pass an assessment for league table data. As how and what our children learn during their educational experience, can truly shape their desire to further investigate the world around them throughout their whole life.
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