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Learning is a complex area of focus within education research that can be partially explained through the use of several different theories. These theories both compliment and contradict each other. (Piaget, 1972; Montessori,1988; Bruner,1960; Vygotsky,1986). These theorists along with many others can be used to justify why and how they complement or opposed each other. It’s is therefore important that practitioners have a coherent understanding and knowledge of the development of education theory. Philosophical knowledge may provide a justification for teaching, pedagogy and the structure of a practitioners learning environment. While a good philosophical knowledge is important, alone, without experience and observations it is of little value. Therefor this assignment aims to draw links between learning theories and current practice in order to make suggestions as to what an ideal learning environment will include in regard to its physical structure and its ethos. 

One of the most commonly used tools used to help theorists and researchers understand how we learn is observation. Observation is a term often used by practitioners working with children in the foundation phase. It’s general meaning is often associated with interaction or cooperation. (Steel, 1991) The most common definition offered by professionals is ‘watching’, however simply watching a child without continuing with further analysis or interpretation is of little value. (Steel, 1991; Wragg, 1993) Observation is not and ends to itself but a process which leads to critical investigation. Froebel believed that observation was an important assessment tool, paramount when looking at child development. (Reifel, 2011) It can be used to provide specific examples of what children know and what they can do. (Jablonm 2010). The purpose of the specific observation used in this assignment is to demonstrate links between education theory and current practice. 

This observation was carried out in a primary school in South Wales, where education is currently undergoing a lot of changes. These changes are being implemented due to the recommendations of Graham Donaldson (Donaldson, 2015). The new curriculum and advice surrounding it brings in wider thinking, surrounding the way in which children learn and the importance of building skills for lifelong learning as opposed to teaching facts and figures.

Ethical considerations were considered to ensure this assignment meets guidelines of BERA (2018). As well as this, the safeguarding procedures of the school were followed. For this reason, the names of the children as well as the school have been replaced with pseudonyms.  

The school currently holds around 410 pupils and has already began to introduce elements of the new curriculum into the classrooms and school environment. Poster’s and displays demonstrating the welcoming of the new curriculum are evident throughout the school. However, its implementation within the classroom has been left to the discretion of each individual class teacher, but it is highly encouraged. 

The observation this assignment focuses on took place in a year 1 classroom. This particular class teacher had not implemented any of the new elements of the curriculum as she believed her current method of teaching was proving effective. There was also no evidence of use of the welsh language inside the classroom. The class teacher selected a child at random by using the register. For the purpose of this assignment this child will be referred to as Child A. It is important to remember that it is possible that the teacher’s knowledge of the children helped influence her decision. 


Narrative Observation 10:14

Child A is working on a table with a group of 4 other children playing the with water beads. 

The teacher is working 1:1 with another child, the Teaching assistants are doing the same with other children. 

A bead drops on the floor, when another child from another table picks it up and brings it back the behaviour is spotted and rewarded with a dojo point by a teaching assistance.  
 
Child A notices this behaviour and takes a step away from the table to look for another other fallen beans. 

5 or so beads rolling onto the floor where the children are putting their whole arms in at the same time. The children are chatting about how the beads feel. 

Child A stop engaging with the activity and crawls under the table to get the fallen beads. The other children have noticed that the more hands they put in the more beads fall out. 

Child A drops them back into the box, but the teacher doesn’t notice. 

Child A notices a few that had previously rolled across the classroom and picks them up.

The teacher circles around the room and returns to the table, child A walks over and drops them back in the box. 

Again, this behaviour goes un-noticed. 

Child A crawls under the table to continue to collect the constantly falling beads. 
 
 The teacher passes the table Child A gets up with a handful and says “miss I’m picking up all of these that I dropped on the floor” 

The teacher replies “well they shouldn’t be on the floor should they put them back in the box”

Child A turns away from the teacher, she is scowling. 

She opens her hands and drops all the beads she has collected on the floor. 

She sits on the sofa. 
She then helps her friends pick up the Lego next to where the teacher is sat and says “miss I’m helping to pick the Lego up even though I didn’t even play with it” 
























Figure 1. Transcript of narrative observation made while following child A. 


Different techniques and methods are chosen when carrying out observations for a variety of reasons. (Cohen et al, 1997). In this instance narrative observation has been used as it provides a snapshot of a learning experience. It also allows the inclusion of surrounding notes on the interactions of other peers in the class, which when incorporated paint a bigger picture of the learning environment surrounding the chosen child. This form of observation was used to capture this information using short hard in order to capture any speech and ensure it was noted correctly. (Loftland, 1971)Another benefit of this method of observation is that the children are not in any way distracted by devices such as Ipad’s or other forms of recording devices. While recording can be a valid asset when carrying out observation this method could not be considered due to the restrictions of the schools safeguarding policy. 

This specific observation was chosen for the purpose of this assignment as it highlights flaw’s in the behaviourist theory. Behaviourism had it’s origins in the last years of the nineteenth century, when physiologists such as Ivan Pavlov investigated animals automatic and involuntary responses to stimuli. (Pavlov (1927) 

Skinner is described as one of the most influential theoriests building on the work of renowned behaviourists. (Johnston and Williams, 2009) His theory of
operant conditioning supposed that behaviour is determined by both positive and negative reinforcers and that their application affects the likely hood of a behaviour repeating. (Johnston and Williams, 2009) Skinners work Suggested that behaviour could be adapted through operant conditioning and as such, his theories became popular as a mean of modifying behaviour in schools. (Johnstron and Williams, 2009) 
Changing learners behaviours is the aim of most foundation phase practitioners. As part of the process of behaviour management, teachers can use operant conditioning techniques, which Skinner claims to work best in providing motivation for learning. (Skinner, 1969) 

The specific school in which this observation took place has adapted a range of measures innkeeping with Skinner’s operant conditioning theory. These measures include external rewards designed to moderate behaviour of the individual, such as stickers, house points, table points and whole class points. What this observation suggested however is that the children were behaving in a certain way in order to receive a reward.   

One clear distinction in the literature surrounding motivation is between intrinsic and 
extrinsic. (Deci & Ryan, 1991)  When children are extrinsically motivated they are engaging in an activity for reasons such as receiving a reward. Intrinsic motivation however occurs when the child has an internal interest or desire to complete an activity, due to their own interests. (Deci & Ryan, 1991) It has been argued that intrinsically motivated children engage more than extrinsically motivated children while creating more memorable learning experiences.  (Deci and Ryan, 1985; Eisenberger and Cameron, 1996; Vallerand and Bissonnette, 1992)

The specific reward child A desired in this observation took the form of a ‘Dojo point’. A point on an online behaviour tracker used in the class that enable’s practitioners to reward ‘good classroom behaviour’ by giving a point to a virtual representation of the child. Any behaviour that isn’t deemed as good classroom behaviour and ‘breaks the rules’ results in the children losing points. This system is also used to provide whole class points. If the online system reflects that the whole class have demonstrated good behaviour they are rewarded with additional time on the yard. 
 
The consequence of undesired behaviour in the classroom were not evident when this observation took place. When points were taken away from children for displaying undesirable behaviour they were not given an explanation as to why their behaviour is deemed undesirable. The children demonstrated no understanding of the natural consequences but rather displayed an understanding of how the teacher would react. 
 
Some may argue that this approach does not teach children the importance of correct behaviour. That it only teaches them behave in a certain way in order to be rewarded. This can be seen by the immediate change in behaviour seen in the classroom when the online system is displayed on the class smart board. 
 
An example of this change in behaviour can be seen in this observation.  Child A was not picking up the balls because she understood that that was the right thing to do. She had seen another child be rewarded for doing so, and then copied this behaviour with the expectation of being rewarded in the same way. The suggestion that this reward system does not promote intrinsically motivated students can be seen by Child A’s reaction after accepting that she was not going to receive a reward for her behaviour. Child A simply dropped the balls on the floor and looked for another way to receive the desired response from the teacher.  For reasons like this Behaviourism is often associated with an outmoded industrial training model that may not be effective in promoting deep learning which is related to personal understanding and meaning making. Recommendations made by Donaldson (2015) suggest that  this deep learning and personal understanding should be an important outcome in all schools in wales. 

Throughout this observation Child A and other classmates were not engaging with the activity in the way that the class teacher had anticipated. The activity was new to the classroom and the children were simply exploring the textures of the water beads. The way adults present an activity is crucial to how the children engage with it and how motivated they are to engage or avoid it. (Anning and Ring, 2004) Montessori (1988a) suggests that if a new activity as added to a learning environment, it is the role of the practitioner to present this activity to the class, in order to model it’s intended use. (Lillard and Lillard, 2003) This does not limit children to one mode of completion but at gives an idea of what the desired outcome is. Due to this not being done, the children continued simply moving their hands in the water.  

In turn they all buried their hands in the water while entering into a complex discussion. What initially was general chat about how the water beads felt soon became an observation of how product displacement works. They noticed that if more hands when in, more beads can out, and if one child put their hands in deeper, even more beads would fall out. They’re exploration had many beneficial unintended outcomes that went unnoticed. With the addition of an adult, this understanding could have been taken further and applied to other concepts.  The children were not purposely, not engaging with the activity, but they were exploring it. Had the aim of the activity been demonstrated to the children they may have achieved the desired outcome. 
 
When this observation took place there was one teacher in the classroom and two teaching assistants, however each member of staff was working one to one with children that were behind on their work. Wragg (2012) recognised this as one of the challenges of observation for practitioners. He suggested that sufficient time needs to be given in order for observation to be carried out and analysed successfully and that this time is often hard to come by.

In an ideal learning environment where funding was no concern there would always be a practitioner available to observe the learning taking place in each area of the classroom. This would allow practitioners to use observation to sufficiently scaffold the children’s learning, better predicting their next steps specific to each individual child. 
   
This observation was carried out during free play in the morning session. There were 6 activities set up in the classroom that the class teacher had told the children they could engage with. “you can play with the iPad, the Lego the water beads or the home corner, there’s sand and water outside for you too but you need to put a coat on if you’re going out.”

(Figure 2.  Note taken during lesson)

The importance of play in the foundation phase was described by Piaget as an important avenue for learning. (Hendrick, 1992). Piaget was influenced by the work of Maria Montessori, who identified play as being a vehicle that enabled children to construct their own learning. (Halpenny and Pettersen, 2014) A rich environment is described as being central to supporting the child’s own search for answers. (Jarvis and Chandler, 2001) 

While this example of free play is providing children with the opportunity to play, the environment prepared limit’s children’s ability to take control of their own learning. While it is important that children have the opportunity to repeat activities in order to master them it is also important that they have a rich environment that fosters independence and curiosity. Piaget believed that children learn only when their curiosity is not fully satisfied. He thought that genuine curiosity is what drives learning. (Hendrick, 1992). 
 
The importance of a stimulating environment is paramount when free play is such a large part of the daily routine. In the foundation phase children are encouraged to learn through play. Piaget played a large part in the acceptance of play as a part of students learning. He saw play as a child’s work and said that they needed to be able to explore, create and repeat. (Hendrick, 1992).

A Montessori environment is rich with different materials and resources available to children. (Issacs, 2010) Montessori described the favourable environment as one that positions the child is the active agent and the practitioner as the facilitator that scaffolds the child’s learning. Bruner (1960) and Vygotsky (1978) further discussed the importance of scaffolding in the foundation phase and the importance of a more knowledge other (MKO) this is the reason this learning environment is free flow, allowing children to collaborate their learning with other children while support each other.  (Bruner, 1960; Vygotsky, 1978)
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Figure 3, Ideal Learning Environment.
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Ideal learning environment 1600 words. 

In order to construct this learning environment, elements of the new curriculum and advice from successful futures have been merged with supporting elements from the Montessori approach to education. (Donaldson, 2015; Montessori 1978a; Isaacs, 2010) While previously the Montessori approach to education has been viewed as an alternative style of teaching, the introduction of the new curriculum dismantles a lot of the contrasting ideologies. 

This commentary will explain what these similarities are and how the two can be used to provide an ideal learning environment for children in the foundation phase. For the purpose of this assignment the learning environment has been constructed with a reception class in mind. However, with enhanced planning the same environment would be suitable for both younger and older children. 

Above all this learning environment is a safe place for the child that follows the governments guidelines and the statutory framework for safeguarding children. (DCSF, 2008) Montessori said that children this age have enormous potential for learning though exploration and active learning. (Isaacs, 2010) She recognised the child as a spontaneous learner and defined children this age as being in the calm stage where they are intrinsically motivated to further their learning and understanding in order to become part of a wider community. (Isaacs, 2010) 



Each individual area in this learning environment has been designed by merging elements of the new curriculum (Donaldson, 2015) with the main area’s of learning in a Montessori environment. (Isaacs, 2010). This process can be seen in the table in Figure 3. Some area’s such as Humanities from the new curriculum and cultural studies from the Montessori curriculum have obvious central themes. However other’s required more research in order to make deeper connections as two how area’s of learning can merge to create a rounded learning environment.
[image: ]
For example, initially preparing activities that promote health and well-being in the foundation phase may seem challenging. However a key ideology that runs through this area of learning in successful futures is the importance of emotional understanding and independence. (Donaldson, 2015)  Activities in the sensorial area of learning in a Montessori setting focus on the child’s attention and learning on each of their different senses.
                                                                              (Figure 4. A visual representation of the
                    senses taken from (Isaacs, 2010).

In this learning environment this has been extended to incorporate a sense of emotional understanding. Activities have been added to the environment that help the children explore emotion such as puzzles that display different facial expression, books that talk about feelings and finally a routed understanding among practitioners in the environment to focus on discussing surrounding emotions when working in this area of learning. For this reason, an additional circle time area has been added to the health and well-being area. This is a place where practitioners can chat to children in small groups about their day and how different experiences throughout their day have impacted on their emotions. 

The practical life activities in this room promote independence skills. Including activities like dressing frames, pouring activities and activities that familiarise children with transferring tools, and cooking tools such as cheese graters. These skills can be used to allow children to help prepare their learning environment as well as preparing snack, pouring drinks and helping less able children dress and undress. This not only promotes independence in the early years but allows children to become part of a classroom community which is beneficial to their health and wellbeing. (Donaldson, 2015)  

[image: ]The learning environment has been structured so that this area of learning is the first that children see when they enter the learning environment. This is because Montessori teaches that activities from the practical life area help children within the foundation phase find the transition from home into school easier if they can recognise similarities between the two environments.  (Issacs, 2010) Children should recognise these activates from their home environment meaning they already have mastery or at least familiarity of some equipment, this can help build their confidence in working with other equipment that they aren’t familiar with such as tying a shoe or polishing silver wear.  (Isaacs, 2010)
                                                                          (Figure 5, Picture taken by author in a Montessori setting)

Four Purposes of education
Four purposes of education will be at the heart of the new curriculum. These purposes are already being integrated into some schools in Wales. In this learning environment, these purposes will be paramount as they are also supported by teachings from the Montessori ethos. (Issacs, 2010) These purposed will be highlighted by the use of displays in each area of learning, along with being summarised in child friendly language in books on the book shelves.  

The first outcome of the new curriculum is to help create ambitious capable learners that will be ready to learn throughout their lives. (Donaldson, 2015)  The heart of the Montessori ethos is giving children control of their own learning in order to foster the natural desire to learn that children are born with. (Isaacs, 2010)





[image: ][image: ]For this reason, this learning environment consists of a lot of open floor space both indoors and outdoors to promote this free flow learning so that children can chose to learn how they think best suits them. This idea was highlighted and incorporated  into this environment as Montessori suggests that children do not particularly enjoy sitting at a table and that making them can limit their capability. (Montessori 1988a) 
(Figure 6, Pictures taken by Author in a Montessori setting.)

[image: ]Baskets containing small matts are in the corner of each room so that if a child does decide to work on the floor this can be done comfortably. Some tables remain as certain activates would be difficult for children to complete on the floor, it also allows the children to take further control of their learning making their own decisions.   
(Figure 7, Picture taken by author in a Montessori setting)

[image: ]All activates in this learning environment are presented on open shelving that allows children to select their learning and return it when they finish. Each activity has its own home in this learning environment and it is the role of the practitioner to help children understand this, while maintaining the learning environment. Montessori suggests that an ideal learning environment should allow children access to a range of activities designed to meet and support their need for freedom of choice. (Montessori 88a and 1988b; Isaacs, 2010) This is the reasoning behind the size of this learning environment being larger than the typical reception classroom.  
 (Figure 8, Picture taken by author in a Montessori setting)

The role of the practitioner extends to developing the materials that are available adding to them when observation’s suggest it is necessary and taking away materials that no longer benefit the individuals. The original materials stand as the provisional planning. This consists of traditional Montessori materials that meet the education needs of the children. Amongst these are Montessori styled materials developed by the practitioner that meet the individuals needs and incorporate topics and themes. This stands as the classrooms enhanced planning.  

[image: ]Each activity in this environment is presented on a tray basket or box, once a child selects this activity from the shelf they have everything they need to complete the activity. These materials are aligned in a specific order following the growing complexity of the activity                 (Figure 9, Picture taken by author building on a specific skill gradually.                                                    in a Montessori setting)

 This allows the child to move onto a more challenging activity when they feel they are ready.  For example, if working in the practical life area a child found transferring small object with a pincer was too difficult for them, they could return to a previous activity that they had mastered in order to build on their confidence and self-esteem before returning to a more challenging activity.  
The second outcome is to help children become enterprising creative contributors that think creatively, lead and play roles in teams and express idea’s and emotions. (Donaldson, 2015) A well-equipped Montessori environment such as this one has all necessary resources freely available for children to create whatever they have in mind. (Isaacs, 2010)







Teachers in this learning environment can help children to develop the skills to use creative tools such as how to apply glue or use scissors but the activities themselves are open ended. Many of these activities happen in the classroom but in this environment, there is also the opportunity for them to happen outside. This is why the creative area of learning has been designed to run alongside the outdoor learning environment. Montessori also advocated the importance of outdoor learning being available to children during their ‘work cycle’. (Montessori 1988a). Tina Bruce notes that many pioneers of early childhood education agree that intrinsic motivation is the result of child-initiated activities. (Bruce 1987: Bruce 2005). More recently child-initiated activity has become central to the government agenda for the early year’s education (DfSF, 2008). 

The Foundation Phase puts emphasis on learning both indoors and outdoors. (DfSF, 2008). In order to make sure children have access to all outdoor provisions year-round regardless of the weather the outdoor environment has been fitted with an extendable canopy that can be adjusted to cover none off, some of or all of the outdoor environment. This way if children have suitable clothing and footwear they are able to experience different weather types while still allowing other children to access the outdoor provisions.  
 The third outcome is to produce healthy confident individuals, with a good understanding of physical and emotional wellbeing focusing on the importance of the independence of the child. (Donaldson, 2015) 






Montessori focuses on the importance of children being independent in all aspects, this includes activities such as snack preparation, growing fruit and caring for each other. All of these are opportunities for practitioners to introduce wider idea’s like where our food comes from, and the importance of a healthy diet and active lifestyle. 

Activities that promote a healthy life style can also been found across the areas of learning.  Books are readily available that discuss the importance of a healthy life-style, sorting activities that encourage children to differentiate between healthy and unhealthy food as well as activities that allow children to practice good dental hygiene on large plastic teeth. The science area also includes experiments where children can explore the effects of unhealthy food and drinks on teeth. 

While there are 6 area’s of learning in this environment this should not dismantle the idea that a child’s learning is holistic, it is simply a way of blocking resources to build a stable environment for learners. It also allows practitioners to recognise what skills children are working on most frequently and what areas of learning they most enjoy. 
The final outcome of the new curriculum is to help children become ethically informed citizens that understand modern issues and the impact of their actions. (Donaldson, 2015) Montessori philosophy teaches that children learn right from wrong by developing an understanding of natural consequences from a young age. (Isaacs, 2010)






Montessori believed in teaching children the truth from a young age so that they are able to distinguish between what is real and what is fantasy. In fact in most Montessori environment’s the idea of fantasy is not introduced until age five. (Issacs, 2010) In this learning environment the humanities area of learning will not only include history, but modern issues and current events. This is the reasoning behind the position of this area of learning. It allows practitioners to easily use resources from this area during circle times carried out in the language and literacy area. It also allows the easy manipulation of resources between humanities and science and technology as they often naturally compliment each other. 

Finally, in a Montessori setting there are no ‘rewards’ in the sense of stickers and gold stars. (Issacs, 2010) Instead children are taught natural consequences of their actions, for example if they break a toy, the toy is broken and can’t be played with. This theory will replace the traditional reward system seen in part one of this assignment as the research in part two suggests a more favourable outcome more likely to produce ethically informed, empathetic, self-motivated pupils with an understanding of their actions.

In conclusion this assignment suggests that the introduction of the new curriculum along with other advice from successful futures may pave the way for alternative approaches to learning being more widely accepted. (Donaldson, 2015) Recommendations made by the document identify fault in traditional behaviourist theory and highlight the importance of independent learning that children are able to take control of. An important shift is to be made from traditional learning that focuses on the importance of simply teaching information to developing a deeper understanding of natural consequences, current issues and emotional well-being, along with an array of other skills and outcomes that help children become better life long learners. (Donaldson, 2015) 
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