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With reference to classroom observation and practice, demonstrate an understanding of the effective application of three educational theories.








The first educational theorist is accepted to be Plato in the 5th century B.C. when he described the theory of knowledge (Olsen and Hergenhahm, 2009; Schunk, 2012). Olsen and Hergenhahm (2009) suggested the theorists of the early 17th century were the beginning of learning psychology, while Aubrey and Riley (2016) imply that theorists of the mid 19th century where the start of educational theories. These theories are used to underpin effective teaching and learning in the classroom (Muijs and Reynolds, 2018). Different theories are effective with different age ranges: nurseries, primary schools, secondary schools, higher education and adults (Aubrey and Riley, 2016). According to Schunk (2012), theorists are grouped into four specific areas; behavioural, cognitive, functional and structural. Some theories are based on real-life observations whilst others have based them on laboratory findings, some of which have successfully transferred to the classroom (Muijs and Reynolds, 2018). This essay will focus on three educational theories and how they transfer into the classroom: (i) Skinner’s Operant Conditioning theory, (ii) Piaget’s Cognitive Development theory, and (iii) Kolb’s Experimental Learning Theory and Learning Styles Inventory.
Firstly, Skinner’s (2003) theory of operant conditioning is a behaviourist theory that is ‘determined by consequences’ and utilises positive and negative reinforcement to elicit a behaviour change and for learning to take place (Aubrey and Riley, 2016). His experiments took place in the laboratory but have successfully transferred to the classroom. Gray and MacBlain (2015) indicated that operant conditioning is obvious in the reward and punishment system used in schools to control behaviour. Rewards, known as positive reinforcers, include star charts, positive praise and circle time, which are awarded to the students when they display the desired behaviour. Punishments, known as negative reinforcers, are time out and detentions, which are given to students when they do not exhibit the desired behaviour (Gray and MacBlain, 2015). Figure 1 shows examples of reward (reinforce) and detention slips (punishment) that are used in schools today (Anon, 2017).






Figure 1: Reward chart and detention slip



Skinner (2003) identified that positive reinforcers must outweigh negative reinforcers, as positive reinforcers have a greater effect on eliciting behaviour change and therefore a positive impact on learning. Skinner (2003) advocated that teachers ignore low-level disruption behaviour and concentrate on reinforcing the good behaviour in a classroom; negative comments reinfores the bad behaviour and by not responding to it the student will realise that positive praise is better than negativity (Aubrey and Riley, 2016). The Welsh Assembly Governement ([WAG], 2010, p. 17) supports Skinner’s approach by advising teachers to concentrate on teaching and to curtail ‘distracting and disruptive behaviour’. By exemplary classroom management teachers can create a child-centred, inclusive environment where students are engaged in learning (WAG, 2010).
Positive reinforcers are used to reward students when they have completed a piece of work to a high standard. Students receive both verbal praise and a merit. School A, a rural secondary school,  awards merits for improving own learning, good communication skills, good use of ICT and working with others. More merits are awarded in year 7, streamlining through years 8 and 9 before ceasing in year 10. The strealining of merits links with Skinnner’s theory as the operant behaviour is rewarded in year 7 and as the behaviour becomes intrinsically motivating through years 8 and 9 that by year 10 the merits are no longer needed (Skinner, 2003). The merit system is linked to the school house system which allocates the school cohort into four identifiable smaller communities that aims to reinforce postive contributions to academic,  social and sporting success (Green, 2006; Nixon,Launey-Fallasse and Watts, 2010). The more merits students receive, the more house points they earn, the more they aim for greater academic success (Green, 2006).
Another area that Skinner’s (1968) theory covered was differentiation where he wanted teachers to adopt a creative approach and not implement a ‘one size fits all’ scheme of work (Aubrey and Riley, 2016). Differentiation is setting appropriate work at the correct level to suit the student (DepatmentDepartment of Children, Education, Lifelong LerningLearning and Skills [DCELLS], 2010). Teachers differentiate work for students in a variety of ways as some students will require simplified work, worksheets or help sheets while others may require extension work (DCELLS,2010). Differnentiation should be used as a stimulus to motivate students to complete set tasks and as their skills improve the stimulus can be withdrawn as their ability becomes intrinsically embeded and extrinsic support is no longer required (Skinner, 20031968). Figure 2: shows examples of differentiated worksheets, figure 2.1 shows an example of a science worksheet that year 7 students use to assist them when they write up a science experiment (TES, 2017) whilst figure 2.2 shows a hand to aid them in English with  the ‘5 W’s’ when writing a story (Teacher’s Pet, 2016) and figure 2.3 shows a recount writing  frame that is used in a variety of lessons when recounting an event (TES, 2017).  2.1
2.2
2.3
2.1
2.2
2.3


Figure 2: Differentiated worksheets. 2.1: science worksheets; 2.2: English help sheet; 2.3: recount writing frame
Secondly, Piaget’s (1936 cited in McLeod, 2017) theory of cognitive development concentrates on the brain development at incremental stages of a child’s life and how their thinking differs from an adult (Aubrey and Riley, 2016). Schunk (2012) further added that there were four factors that affected development: biological maturation, experience of the physical and social environment and equilibration. Piaget had four stages of learning covering from birth to twelve years onwards and The National Curriculum (Learning WalesWAG, 20164) is also split into four key areas although the Foundation Phase and Key Stage One divide Piaget’s second stage of learning and the Early Years Outcomes Framework covers birth to seven years (Department for Children, Lifelong Learning and Skills [DCELLS], 2015). Piaget found that young children learnt through play in a child-centred environment and the Foundation Phase concentrates on students learning all subjects through creativity, imagination and play (DCELLS, 2015). Figure 3 shows different areas that Foundation Phase students use in a child-centred environment to learn through play. They have role play areas, , outdoor creative areas, construction reading areas and wet and dry playdiscovery areas (Amdro, 2017).













Figure 3: Play areas in Foundation Phase
An aspect of Piaget’s theory (1936 cited in McLeod , 2017) that is used in lessons in School A is personalisation. Some of the lessons that have been personalised are: mathematic lessons which have been linked to tractors and rugby, geography lessons which have been linked to computer games and history lessons which have been linked to where people live. Learning takes place when it is linked to the students’ background and experiences (Powell and Kalina, 2009). Personalisation of learning links both these factors enabling students to relate to and use them to develop their learning based on these experiences (Powell and Kalina, 2009) which creates an effective, inclusive learning environment.  Figure 4 shows examples of mathematic lessons that have been personalised.


Figure 4: Personalisation in Mathematics lessons

The final theory is Kolb (1984) and his Experimental Learning Theory and Learning Style Inventory. Kolb’s theory declares that students learn best when they are engaged in the lesson and reflect on the work they have done (Aubrey and Riley, 2016). They do this by having four ‘kinds of abilities’: concrete experience, reflective observation, abstract conceptualisation and active experimentation (Kolb, 1984). As no student possesses all four abilities, Kolb identified his learning styles: diverger, assimilator, converger and accomodator (Muijs and Reynolds, 2018). 
Kolb’s (1984) theory is used in all lessons in School A as teachers know their students, having access to all pertinent information including any barriers to learning. Teaches devise tasks that take account of the students learning styles and abilities and ensure that all students can feel a sense of achievement (Aubrey and Riley, 2016) and become active learners (Karns, 2006). They check for understanding of the task by asking open-ended questions in sequence which makes for more effective teaching and learning. In the plenary session students self-assess their work by using what went well and even better if which are linked to the success criteria that was decided on at the start of the lesson. Figure 5 depicts the English (Primary Teaching Serices, 2017) and Welsh versions that are used in School A.




Figure 5: What went well/Beth aeth yn dda


All theories to learning are effective in different areas of learning. Some parts of theories are more suitable to primary schools whilst others are more suitable to secondary schools but they all have the best interest of students at the core. Schools aim for a child-centred, inclusive environment where teachers know what their students’ needs and the best way to educate them. Skinner concentrated on the behaviour and differentiation in the school and classroom; Piaget focused on the environment in which students learn and the personalisation of work to suit the students; whereas Kolb, concentrated on learning styles of students and how well teachers know their students. All three theories above should be used in school as they concentrate on different areas of school life creating a broad perspective of support students throughout their academic life.
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