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ECAD 4005 – Learning in the Digital Era. Part A.

Part 1:
The importance of children engaging with outdoor learning throughout their early childhood is encouraged by multiple countries, including Iceland who heavily promotes outdoor learning, due to the many benefits it provides for holistic development. There are multiple resources and government guidelines to support and encourage this idea. For example, according to Norodahl and Johannesson (2014) who completed a study on the role of outdoor learning in education with the support of Icelandic teachers, the curriculum guidelines have a large emphasis on the use of outdoor learning due to the benefits of children engaging with and learning about the natural world and promoting exercise and healthy living.  (Noradahl & Johannesson, 2014). The article suggests outdoor learning is a method which has been used regularly for early holistic childhood development in Iceland due to it being promoted more with children aged 1 to 6. Whereas, for children aged 6 to 16, it is used as a method to promote social development. (Noradahl & Johannesson, 2014). Despite this method being used in Iceland for many years, it has recently become a more popular learning method in the capital of Iceland, Reykjavik as 70% of schools in the area stated they often use outdoor learning as a way to promote and support children’s development. (Noradahl & Johannesson, 2014).

Part 2A:
Forest Schools are a method of learning to help children connect with their natural world and develop their skills through the use of outdoor learning. The Forest School Network define this method as ‘an inspirational process that offers children, young people and adult's regular opportunities to achieve and develop confidence and self-esteem through hands on learning experiences in a woodland environment.’ (O'Brien, 2006). However, according to O’Brien and Murray (2006), there are concerns on children’s lack of exposure to their natural environment compared to previous years in education due to the possible risk of harm and the fact there are more resources and opportunities to provide indoor learning. (O'Brien, 2006). Research suggests that if children’s lack of engagement with their natural environment and lack of opportunities to learn outdoors continues throughout their childhood, it prevents them from engaging with their natural environment once they reach adolescence and adulthood meaning individuals will be deprived of the physical and emotional benefits that come with engaging with nature. (Ward Thomspon, 2004). In order to avoid this, the Welsh Assembly Government now have a great emphasis on encouraging schools to ensure they incorporate the use of Forest Schools withing children’s education, especially within the foundation phase. (Welsh Assembly Government, 2009).

Part 2B:
1. The failure to acknowledge the source of information in academic writing can lead to an individual being accused of plagiarism. The importance of students avoiding this is so they can use their own sense of knowledge and reach their full potential based on the subject they study. This ensures the work they are demonstrating is credible and has full potential of being expanded.  It also ensures no work is being stolen from the original author. The purpose of plagiarism as an academic practice is to protect the author and correctly credit original ideas. Although ideas can be mirrored and expanded upon, it is pertinent to include valid referencing in order to benefit the theorist and promote originality. (Bouville, 2008).

2. It is a false idea that an individual only needs to reference when using a direct quote. It is very important that individuals reference a direct quote, but it can be argued that you should reference when you use any information that is created by another author or source. This is due to the fact that using someone else’s information and not crediting them for this can been seen as claiming the information as your own. It also does not show the reader where the original information has come from which restricts them from furthering their knowledge regarding the subject being written about. Therefore, any information or research which has come from another individual or source, whether it be supporting or contradicting, must be credited. (Bouville, 2008).

3. Although Wikipedia covers a large variety of subjects, it is not a reliable source to obtain information and references from. The main reason for this being that Wikipedia is open to the public to edit, therefore meaning articles can be edited, removed, or even created by anyone. This is unreliable as it can mean individuals who have no proper understanding on a subject can provide misinformation whether it be by accident or as an act of vandalism and there is no way to gain information on the writer’s academic background or their involvement in reliable research. Lastly, it is an unreliable source as not only can it contain misinformation but can also contain bias depending on the subject due being written from insider view and being written based off opinion rather than fact. (Jemielniak, 2016).

4. It is very important to reference direct quotes properly, especially quotations over 30 words as they are referenced differently to smaller quotes. Where small quotes are inserted directly into text, larger quotes must be indented and as a freestanding paragraph of its own to easily identify the quote as quotation marks are not to be used. After this, it must be cited correctly after the last punctuation mark which can be done by including the name of the author, then the year of publication and lastly the page number or paragraph number in brackets. Lastly, the full reference including all relevant information needed to Harvard reference correctly must be included in the reference list to ensure full credit is provided. (Williams, 2017).

5. In order to start conducting research for an academic assignment, it is important for individuals to define their topic. This is because it is crucial for individuals to have an understanding on the topic they wish to research by identifying key concepts in their research question helping to create a research plan. This should then be followed by individuals conducting their research by gathering relevant information that can be used to support or contradict their research question for the most reliable outcome at the end of the assignment. Research can be done through using sources such as books, journals, government documents, news articles for public opinions and conference proceedings. Once the assignment is completed, all sources must be reference correctly to improve the reliability of individuals’ arguments and findings. (University of Canterbury, 2023).

Part 3: A critical response to ‘Schooled to Fail? The Underachievement Debate in Wales’.
‘Schooled to Fail? The Underachievement Debate in Wales’ is an article written by Emma Smith. In this article, Smith discusses and produces her take from a Welsh point of view on the debate that children in Wales are underachieving in compulsory education compared to other countries, specifically England, due to the difference in curriculums. The aim of this text is to suggest that this is no longer a predominant issue in Welsh education through the support of examination performance data dating back to the 1990’s and comparing the attainment gap between male and females over the years since. (Smith, 2005).
Smith’s key argument within her article is that in past years, there has been inequalities in the education children have received in Wales compared to England and that it is not exactly the case of Welsh students underachieving but more so that there are problems with the way this has been measured. Her intention in this article is to bring a better understanding to the underachievement debate so that key areas of ‘underachievement’ can be identified allowing for effective strategies to be implicated in schools to raise performance in order to deter educational professionals from being ‘more confident about labelling one section of the school population as ‘underachieving’. (Smith, 2005, p. 86). Smith also takes into consideration the economic factors that can have an impact on education within nations and does this by comparing Wales to the Northeast of England due to the similarities in population and economic activity. (Smith, 2005). She uses this comparison to suggest that it is unfair to coin Welsh education as underachieving due to the fact that between 1999-2003, statistics regarding the GCSE achievement rates of 15-year-old pupils show that ‘pupils in Wales are not only at least as good as those in England but are superior to those of the Northeast, Wales’s closest economic peer.’ (Smith, 2005, p. 88).
The text has been organised in a way that gives the reader plenty of information and comparisons from beginning to end to ensure the reader can not only understand Smith’s point of view on the debate, but also come to their own conclusion. However, it seems as though Smith does this in a way that not only helps readers organise their thoughts regarding the many of facts and figures provided, but in a way that is persuasive. She does this by ensuring she starts considering socio-economic factors to suggest that the educational system is not schooling pupils to fail and shows that compared to areas of similar socio-economic backgrounds, Wales is higher achieving before going onto discuss the attainment gap between males and females. (Smith, 2005). Smith structures the article with relatively smaller paragraphs to separate her points allowing for the information to flow better and allowing readers to digest everything she is discussing. Another way she allows for her text to flow smoothly between paragraphs is by uses link words such as ‘nevertheless and however’ to show she is moving onto a different point. (Smith, 2005). Smith also uses a variety of charts demonstrating statistics to prove her points. But not only does she present these in her appendices, she ensures she includes them after each paragraph she discusses them in to ensure the reader has a better understanding and an immediate visual aid. (Smith, 2005).
Despite the clear flow of her use of paragraphs, the language she uses within the article can be difficult to read on a few occasions due to the formality of it. However, this does suggest that her writing style suits her intended academic audience through her use of formal, explicit, factual and objective language. (Linnaeus University, 2022). For example, Smith uses objective language within her conclusion to state her point that ‘There is little to suggest that in Wales the gap between the GCSE performance of male and female students is increasing’. (Smith, 2005, p. 93). Throughout the article, she is very objective and factual by gathering a variety of evidence to prove her perspective rather than just trying to persuade the reader that her point of view is correct as she takes into account why people would suggest Wales is still underachieving. (Smith, 2005).
Throughout the article, Smith is very clear with the issue she is tackling which is that there are multiple factors which can contribute to the idea that Wales are underachieving such as economic factors, an undeveloped curriculum and students undertaking too many examinations. (Smith, 2005). But makes the claim that this is no longer a current issue with the support of evidence suggesting that the achievement gap between girls and boys has slowly started to close. For example, she presents data (table 7.15) that states that in 1985, the achievement gap for maths was -11.06 and in 1999 it was 0.94. (Smith, 2005). The evidence she uses provides good support to the argument as there are a variety and statistics to support her claims which are all relevant to the points she makes and ensures she is not presenting bias opinions. The evidence used is relatively reliable due to the fact it has been taken from the academic source ‘The Welsh Joint Education Committee’. (Smith, 2005). The only issue with the evidence regarding education I can identify is that the article is written in 2005 and the statistics only date up to 1999, leaving 6 years for evidence to suggest Wales is underachieving again. (Smith, 2005). Her argument is consistent through her article as in the introduction, Smith states she wishes to suggest that ‘students are no longer being schooled to fail.’ (Smith, 2005, p. 84). And to conclude, she states how there is evidence to suggest it is no longer a predominant issue. (Smith, 2005). Which regarding the evidence she presents, is a justified conclusion.
In conclusion, I found the article to be heavily factual based which allowed for allowed for me to understand both perspectives of the debate and allowing for me to come to my own conclusion. However, this could have been intended by the author as I found myself being in favour of her perspective. Although, one suggestion I have for the author would be to create an updated article regarding this topic to confirm the idea that Wales is no longer underachieving. Lastly, despite the article being very informative, I did on times struggle to read it due to the language being very formal. So, for some individuals, including myself, it may benefit for the author to on times where are lot of information is being provided, to use more simpler language to allow for the information to digest better. Other than this, it is an appropriate academic article as it takes into account both sides of the debate whilst providing a justified conclusion from the author’s perspective. 
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