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SJIE4006 – Demonstrate an Understanding 
of Three Educational Theorists

In this assignment, the objective is to examine and evaluate how some of the key theorists and their findings, underpin education. The intent of the essay is to understand these theories and their application to school practice and teaching. After reading the work of several theorists who are leaders in the field of educational theory. Three, in particular, stood out as being fundamental. These are the theorists this essay will focus on. Jerome Bruner, a cognitive psychologist, “Burrhus Skinner who was an American psychologist best-known for his influence on behaviourism” (Cherry, 2020) and “John Dewey who was one of American pragmatism’s early founders” (Hildebrand, 2018). After researching these theorists and their findings, this work will then look at how these may have influenced processes and teaching methods within my school setting.
Learning has evolved over the decades. According to the dictionary, learning is acquisition of knowledge or skills through study, experience, or being taught” (Oxford, 2020). This does not narrow the area of learning to sitting in a classroom with books and pens and a teacher. This becomes apparent when the three theorists Bruner, Dewey and Skinners work is looked at into in detail.
Dewey was one of the founders of pragmatism alongside Charles Sanders Peirce and William James (Hildebrand, 2018). This way of thinking is comparable to the constructivist approach. A pragmatist sees links with experience and its application to everyday life and its circumstances. “Pragmatists regard every activity and interaction as part of the educative process” (UKEssay, 2018). The pragmatist approach sees children as learners through real life situations who then apply this experience and learning to their own bank of knowledge. Dewey discusses how children attain more understanding when they actively take part in their learning, Dewey places great relevance in the social context of learning. (Wheeler, 2015). In accordance with Dewey’s findings, children need to find their own way from their own participation and involvement in experiences. This facilitated with alternative teaching methods. Teachers are there to guide and assist. Dewey was an advocate of cross curricular learning. 
He believed in an interdisciplinary curriculum, or a curriculum that focuses on connecting multiple subjects, where students are allowed to freely move in and out of classrooms as they pursue their interests and construct their own paths. (Jordan, 2020)
Dewey and his findings have had many influences in schools and the way students are taught. The setting I am currently in, applies many of Dewey’s practices. Cross curricular learning is fundamental to the pupils. It has been observed that cross curricular learning, not only encourages creativity and critical thinking. It also develops informative decision making, strength of character and bonds between students (Barnes, 2015). The school aims to link different subjects together. The setting in this circumstance is a comprehensive school, this allows students to work with others they may not normally encounter. It also enables students to see other subjects and topics and their work in practice.
Education in Wales today is changing. The Donaldson report which was introduced in 2014 sees many of Deweys key points implemented in the, soon to be, new way of teaching. Schools, by 2022 will all teach according to the Donaldson report. Donaldson states “curriculum should mean all the learning experiences and assessments that schools plan.” (Graham, 2015). The fact Donaldson talks of learning experiences demonstrates how similar he and Dewey are. The setting in which I am now is following the Donaldson guidelines already, pupils seem to enjoy this way of learning and have adapted well.
Skinner had a different perspective on how students learn. Skinner based his work on Thorndike’s law of effect but is thought to be the founding father of operant conditioning. (McLeod, 2018). Operant conditioning is when positive and negative reinforcements are used to encourage and increase the probability of certain outcomes. It does not seem a very complex theory. Reward to reinforce a positive outcome reoccurring and punish to reinforce a negative outcome from reoccurring. 
Skinners theory, when applied to learning, believes that, educators should reinforce the stages of teaching. At the start, learners would be praised for all contribution to lessons. The teacher would gradually only praise correct answers. Eventually, only the very best responses would be given credit. (McLeod, 2018). This is a basic interpretation of Skinners theory. 
Skinners approach can be difficult to uphold. In secondary school systems, there is often a two-week rotation of timetables. Teachers are well equipped and often experienced in their work. With several different classes and varying abilities within these classes, it can sometimes be problematic to differentiate and implement all the responses necessary to encourage these outcomes. In my current setting, we do use Skinners theory in practice. It is used as an approach mainly to discipline. The school uses behaviour points and good conduct points. Good behaviour is encouraged with these points. The more points a pupil achieves, the more chance that pupil is of winning a prize. Each term the pupil with the highest number of achievement points gets a gift, for example, the last gift was a £20 gift token. To deter unacceptable actions, behaviour points are given. If a pupil is in the negative, they are stopped from going on the end of year reward trip. The year 11s are not allowed to attend their prom. Some pupils respond very well to this, but it is hit and miss. Some pupils are proud of the amount of behaviour points they have received.
Jerome Bruner was an American psychologist and educator who developed theories on perception, learning, memory, and other aspects of cognition in young children. (Petruzzello, 2020). Bruner’s was a constructivist theory. Bruner followed on from Lev Vgotsky’s zone of proximal development (ZPD) theory. The ZPD theory is where we can learn more in the presence of a knowledgeable other person (Wheeler, 2020). Bruner advanced on this theory coining the term ‘scaffolding’. Scaffolding is when an educator provides support and gradually reduces the amount of support or ‘scaffolding’ as a learner becomes more knowledgeable and competent in a specific area. The scaffolding can come in various forms such as a teacher, teaching assistant, parents or carers and even peers in the class. Scaffolding allows a learner to concentrate more on the specific topic they need to master and not be side-tracked by distractions or areas that are not directly associated with the subject in hand. (Wheeler, 2020).
The Bruner theory enforces a structure that starts from birth. The first stage is called the Enactive Stage. This is when everything is based purely on functions and the fact one learns solely by doing and practice. The second stage is the iconic stage, this is in between the ages of 1 to 6. This stage is sensory. The sensory stage is a visual and imaginative period. Children can recall things through remembering images. The final stage is the symbolic stage. This is when words, symbols, language and reasoning is used. An example of this would be that the word dog would conjure the thought of that specific animal. This stage is from age 7 onwards. (Levitas, 2014). This approach, however, is not limited to age. The enactive, sensory and symbolic stages can be applied at any point in learning something new. This is also commonly known as the spiral curriculum. This is where a complex exercise would be taught in simple terms. This would be revisited later adding to it and making it more difficult. Each time the topic is revisited, it gets more difficult. Each subject is taught in this manner, basic at first with added increasing difficulty. 
This method is a very common approach used in many places of education. Children do not start out in school learning algebra. The basics of two plus two are the first things to be taught. A learner builds on these elementary stages, gradually advancing on until the final goal is achieved. As a teaching assistant, scaffolding is one of the most common practises used. Working 1:1 with a student allows to sit directly with a learner. In this, a teaching assistant can prop and prompt, even give indications that will just give a pupil that boost or push in the right direction.
Bruner and Dewey’s theory are used side by side in the setting I am at present. The school recognises that external factors and experiences have a considerable influence on learners. It has, over the last five years, introduced a much more diverse curriculum. Pupils leave the site more and more for alternative subjects and real-life learning. On site learning has adapted to use subjects in conjunction with one another. Maths lessons now have English and science teachings in them. ICT is used in all subjects; graphs are produced in geography lessons on computers for example. Students are taken out to learn more. Science is much more practical; pupils go outside to count the amount of daisy’s in a meter squared to then do a project on statistics and reasoning. Teachers are using more creative ways to teach that are more memorable and hands on for learners. All teachers apply Bruner’s theory in their teaching. All learners are taught using the spiral curriculum. Scaffolding is implemented with the teachers and specifically teaching assistant. Students that are underperforming are taken for two hours a week for extra support; this is another form of scaffolding. Supports is available every evening after school in the school library with a specialist subject teacher form each topic there at least one day a week. The only way in which my setting uses Skinner’s approach is as a discipline method. The school sees the most effective methods are those that give a learner freedom to think critically and be creative but with the structure and support of educators. 
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