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Describe a learning event which has happened during your recent school experience. Reflect upon what took place, connecting events to theories of learning and teaching. Make recommendations about how you could improve your own practice in the light of this. Produce a poster to illustrate how you would develop the elements of an effective learning environment.

WORD COUNT: 4873

This essay explores a learning event through the use of observation. Rolfe’s et al. (2001) reflective model is used to structure and guide the reflection process. Learning theories including; Maslow (1962), Piaget (1936), Vygotsky (1934) and Bruner (1961) are examined throughout the essay and how their theories relate to the observation are discussed to allow links to be made between theory and practice. A personal ideal learning environment has been designed and explanation behind the resources included are explained. Reflection upon the whole essay has been included with an examination of what has been learned throughout this process.
Throughout the field of education, observation has been thought of as a key element in getting to know the children in your class, discovering what interests them and has proved to be an invaluable tool in developing the teaching and learning for each and every child. For the purpose of this essay it was therefore important to hone in on our observational skills and accurately observe educational experiences that are imperative for linking practice with theory. In order to make this process a smooth one it was therefore decided that Rolfe et al. (2001) reflective model was used. This model allows us to reflect upon what we have seen, discover why it happened and what we can improve on by using the reflective model questions; ‘What?’, ‘So What?’, and ‘Now What?’ (University of Cumbria, 2016) (Figure 1). The observation method that was used was an unstructured narrative account as this method can allow you to observe unexpected behaviours and can provide a more in-depth look at an individual experience. However, this type of observation can be open to different interpretation and therefore may be somewhat biased or unreliable to other practitioners (University of Portsmouth, 2012).  
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Figure 1. Rolfe’s Reflective Model (2001). What? So What? Now What?
As observations can contain personal information about the school, staff and children then it was vital that confidentiality and anonymity was maintained throughout this essay (BERA, 2018). To protect the anonymity of the school; the school name was not included. The information about the school were not exact figures so that the data included could not be used to identify the school in question and the references for this data were partially blocked in order to protect the school’s identity. To protect the anonymity of the staff phases such as ‘the class teacher’ and ‘the teacher’ were used and no names or identifying features were included. To protect the confidentiality of the children both within the class and the child that was observed no names were identified. The child that was observed is identified by the term ‘Child X’ and Child X was kept gender neutral by using the term ‘their’ instead of his/her/she/he.  
The setting in which the observation took place is a large inner-city primary school with around 400 pupils on roll (Welsh Government, 2017). The school has around 26% of children who receive free school meals; this is often a key indicator of pupil deprivation (Cook et al., 2014). In 2017, around 90% of pupils reached Outcome 5 in ‘Personal and Social Development, Well-Being & Cultural Diversity’ and around 76% of pupils reached Outcome 5 in ‘Mathematical Development’. This could indicate that there is a lack of engagement with mathematics throughout the whole school. The observation took place in a Key Stage 2 (KS2) Year 2 & 3 class. The age of the children in the class ranges from 6-8 years old, with around 30 students in one class. 
‘What?’;
The children came in from playtime and sat on the carpet; the class teacher informed the children that it was time for maths. The teacher proceeds to use the interactive whiteboard to play times tables songs and the majority of the children were actively participating in the activity. Child X sat at the back of the classroom and was not engaging in the activity. Child X looked around the room and seemed to be more interested in other areas of the classroom rather than the focused activity that was going on. Half way through the activity the teacher seemed to have spotted Child X not participating and proceeded to say, “Child X can you join in please?”. After this statement from the teacher the other children in the class turned towards Child X and Child X then put their head down and looked to the floor. The teacher continued with the activity and after a short period of time began questioning the children. The teacher asked “6 x 2?” and children in the class put their hands up to answer the question. Child X sat quietly at the back of the class while other children eagerly put their hands up to answer questions. The teacher then changed her questioning technique and aimed a question directly at Child X, “Child X what is 4x2?”. Child X stared at the class teacher and was unresponsive. A few sniggers from other children were heard. The class teacher did not respond to the other children and said to Child X, “Come on you know this?”, after Child X still didn’t respond the teacher then asked the class “Can anyone help Child X out?”, the other children in the class volunteered answers by putting their hand up and the question was then answered by another child. Child X continued to sit at the back of the class and did not participate in the rest of the session. 
‘So What?’; 
This learning experience felt pertinent for the purpose of this essay as it links to a few different areas of module content including: self-esteem and mindset and children as learners. During the observation it was clear to see that Child X was not at all engaged in the activity. In a study carried out by DeVito (2016), findings suggested that student engagement was influenced by the level of academic challenge i.e. being too hard or too easy. The lack of engagement shown by Child X could quite possibly indicate that the level of academic challenge was too high, and Child X just did not understand. Alternatively, there could be other factors that influenced Child X’s lack of engagement such as sleep deprivation as this has also been linked to not being able to concentrate in class (University of Leeds, 2017). Another aspect of the observation that caught my attention was when the teacher directly asked Child X a question. This question was met with an unresponsive Child X and a few eruptions of sniggering from other children in the class.  DeVito’s (2016) study also stated in the findings that another main feature of student engagement is dependent on how supportive the classroom environment is. Throughout the observation there were two occasions that I witnessed that could indicate that the classroom environment is not very supportive. Firstly, when the children turned around and stared at Child X and the consequent body language that Child X displayed following the incident. Secondly, when other children in the class sniggered when Child X did not respond to the teacher’s question. The possible reluctance of Child X’s willingness to participate and reluctance to answer questions could potentially be down to an unsupportive learning environment. The fear of participating and engaging in activities comes from a fear of making mistakes and saying a wrong answer in front of the rest of the class (Pope, 2014). Pope (2014, p.26) calls this ‘peer fear’ and believes that it is a potential barrier to learning in many classrooms.
‘Now What?’; 
Children are unique individuals and each just as important as the other. As recognised by the UNCRC Article 12, children should be given an opportunity to express themselves and have their views taken into consideration. As a practitioner it is our responsibility to ensure that every child has a voice in the classroom. Woods (2017) recognises that in a classroom setting there will be children that will present as quiet, avoiding attention from others and prefer to blend into the background whereas others will thrive on being centre stage and will often engage with both peers and adults. It is therefore valuable to consider all the individual characteristics when planning for activities such as the above and perhaps considering an alternative set-up to ensure that every voice, and every learner is given an equal opportunity to participate in a way that accommodates their individual needs. This is also supported by Donaldson (2015) who believes that it is essential that the curriculum engages the interest of all children. 
A leading academic Donaldson (2015, p.50) believes that children should have enough knowledge and competence in order to apply numerical skills and mathematical understanding confidently and solving tricky maths questions can allow children to gain a sense of achievement. Furthermore, gaining a sense of achievement can boost a child’s self-esteem and promote children’s emotional well-being. This is supported by Martin (2010) who believes that children often base their self-esteem on how competent they are and their ability to demonstrate that competence. However, Child X’s observed experience vastly differed from this and thus these continued experiences could potentially have a negative impact on Child X’s well-being and ultimately on their overall learning and development.     
Mathematical development is an important area of learning in the current curriculum and is soon to be integrated into every other Area of Learning and Experience (AoLE) in the new curriculum. Therefore, there needs to be a way in which Child X’s can engage in mathematics without fear of ridicule from other children and in a way that engages them in the learning process. A reasonable approach to tackle this issue could be to use small group work and child led tasks instead of whole class sessions. This can allow children an opportunity to share ideas and use their peers as a form of support to extend their learning. Furthermore, it encourages children towards self-directed study and independent learning (UNSW Sydney, 2018). Nevertheless, sometimes it can be challenging to teach to small groups as each child may have different abilities and thus it would add to the teacher’s workload in order to differentiate work table to table rather than teaching towards the whole class. 
The Foundation Phase curriculum believes that it is important that children are at ease with themselves and the environment in which they learn. They believe that well-being is of the utmost importance and that it is vital in becoming an effective learner (Welsh Assembly Government, 2008). Children need to be able to develop their sense of identity and to do this it is important to build their self-esteem and confidence and to feel valued and accepted by others (Welsh Assembly Government, 2008). Child X’s experience would likely result in low self-esteem and confidence and therefore Child X would not feel valued or accepted by others. 
According to Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (1962) (Figure 2), in order for children to reach “self-actualisation” they need to have basic needs taken care of. In Child X’s case, Child X is lacking the self-esteem and confidence aspect of the hierarchy and therefore Maslow (1962) would argue that Child X will never truly reach their full potential.
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Figure 2. Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs. 
Maslow (1962) suggested that in order for children to build their self-esteem, confidence and develop a sense of belonging then they must be shown that they are valued and respected and the teacher should actively encourage a supportive environment (McLeod, 2018). This is supported by Martin and Loomis (2014) that believes that children should feel that your classroom is an environment that is safe and free from bullying, ridicule and that they will not be humiliated by others or by the teacher. Nevertheless, critics of Maslow’s work argue that you CAN move up the hierarchy without meeting each stage (McLeod, 2018). An example of this would be children living in poverty may lack food, shelter and warmth but still love and belong and have family and friends. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]During the observation Child X displayed no interest in the activity and when asked a question by the class teacher did not seem to know the answer. Piaget (1936), a psychologist who studied cognitive development, put forward his theory of cognitive development which consists of four stages (Figure 3) (Martin & Loomis, 2015). 
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Figure 3. Piaget’s Four Stages of Cognitive Development. 
Looking closely at Piaget’s Stages of Cognitive Development and through personal reflection upon Child X’s learning experience, it has highlighted the possibility that Child X may have been still in the Pre-Operational Stage and therefore lacked the ability to work things out internally and therefore lacked the cognitive ability in order to answer the teacher questions (Snowman & McCown, 2015). Additionally, as the classroom atmosphere lacked in peer support this may also be down to the fact that the other children in the class are also still in the Pre-Operational Stage and have yet to develop the ability to empathise with others; hence the insensitive nature of laughter at Child X’s failure to respond. 
However, there are many critics of Piaget’s theory (Martin & Loomis, 2015) and one criticism in particular felt related to Child X’s experience. This criticism describes how each child may not acquire all the abilities in each stage, all at once. Instead they might develop a single skill first and then others at a later date (Martin & Loomis, 2015). This is supported by the ideology of Foundation Phase who supports the diverse nature of children and caters for children who are at an earlier stage of development and those that are more able (Welsh Government, 2015). 
Whilst reflecting upon the observation it was suggested that perhaps an alternative structure to the lesson could have proved useful, such as; smaller group work or even children working in pairs. This could alleviate some of the pressure on Child X and perhaps in a smaller group of peers Child X may be more engaged in activities and possibly even confident enough to participate without fear of failure or embarrassment. Additionally, with this suggested set up it would provide opportunities for the practitioner to have a more meaningful input in Child X’s experiences but also provide opportunities to learn alongside the support of peers.  
Bruner (1961) believed that the role of the teacher is to facilitate children’s thinking and problem-solving skills which can be transferrable. He believes that this is achieved by allowing children opportunities for discovery led learning and to construct new knowledge for themselves (Gray & MacBlain, 2015; Miller &Pound, 2011). Bruner (1961) spoke highly of the significance of the environment and particularly it’s social nature. He emphasised the importance of meaningful involvement from adults or peers and that this assistance can aid in the child’s learning process, thus moving the child to a higher level of knowledge. This process he called scaffolding (Gray & MacBlain, 2015; Miller & Pound, 2011). An approach such as scaffolding could support Child X’s learning as with the help of a more knowledgeable other Child X would be able to construct new knowledge, test their newfound skills in a supportive environment and perhaps even answer a question correctly; which will give Child X a sense of achievement ultimately boosting well-being. However, there are some possible limitations to this approach as the teacher lacks control in these situations and Child X may develop misconceptions. This would be particularly difficult to recognise with limited intervention from the teacher so a balance between directive-based teaching and child led learning could prove to be a worthy compromise.  
Another supporter of the constructivist approach is Vygotsky (1934) whose work predates Bruner’s (1961). Similarly, to Bruner (1961), Vygotsky (1934) believed in the importance of the environment and highlighted the importance of the social context in which children learn (Gray & MacBlain, 2015). Vygotsky (1934) strongly believed that children do not develop in isolation but instead develop through social interactions and relationships (Gray & MacBlain, 2015). This is an important aspect when considering Child X’s experience. During the observation, Child X sat at the back of the classroom with no social interaction with anyone in the room. This would therefore suggest, according to Vygotsky’s (1934) theory, that this could have a negative impact on Child X’s development and mean that Child X is not getting anything out of the session. 
Vygotsky (1934) developed the idea of the ‘Zone of Proximal Development’ (ZPD) (Figure 4). He believed that with careful support from a more knowledgeable other (MKO) it can help children to attach new information on to things they already know (Martin & Loomis, 2014). 
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 Figure 4. Zone of Proximal Development.
This could provide an important learning experience compared to Child X’s as if the group that Child X was in were mixed ability then when working in groups Child X could use the MKO’s in their class to build upon their knowledge and construct new mathematical concepts. This could help Child X to develop more confidence in using and applying their mathematical knowledge. It is therefore important as practitioners to facilitate the learning process and provide opportunities for children, like Child X, to attach new knowledge to previous understanding and allow them to do so in their own unique way (Martin & Loomis, 2014).  
As constructivists like Bruner (1961) and Vygotsky (1934) believe that children must construct their own knowledge; they emphasised the importance of an enriching environment for children to learn (Gray & MacBlain, 2015; Martin & Loomis, 2014). In order to ensure that Child X begins to construct new knowledge and mathematical skills it is important to provide Child X an ideal learning environment in which to thrive.  
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Figure 5. My Ideal Learning Environment.













Throughout this essay the importance of well-being and child led learning has been highlighted and I felt it quite apt to design my ideal learning environment with that in mind. An approach to education that is personally fascinating is the Montessori method which encourages self-directed study and is an open environment which allows children to move between activities freely (Montessori Northwest, 2017). My ideal learning environment therefore has similar traits to that of a Montessori classroom. My ideal learning environment is a free flow indoor and outdoor environment. 
Throughout this essay extensive research has taken place regarding how children learn and as a practitioner I believe that child and adult experiences are much more memorable and meaningful when there is a high adult to child ratio. For this reason, I have included small tables with a maximum space for 5 children. I believe that smaller groups can allow children less distractions and they can develop strong relationships with adults and children in the class and each child is given an opportunity to have more individualised time with their teacher. This one to one time can allow children to develop confidence in their own ability and have autonomy over their own learning (Montessori Alliance, 2012). Similarly, Flavin (2017) supports this idea and believes that children from Montessori settings are more able to independently think and gain confidence in their own ability much faster than in a mainstream setting. However, a classroom that focuses upon self-directed study and independence can also lack structure and routine and this can be intimidating for young children who thrive off structure and routine (Flavin, 2017). Furthermore, it is argued that a freer classroom environment is not preparing children for further education which is typically instructional in nature and less about freedom of choice or autonomy over their own learning (Flavin, 2017). 
In order to emphasise the importance of well-being in the curriculum my ideal learning environment aims to capture the exploration of identity and one’s own feelings. The Foundation Phase curriculum also supports this ideology and believes that children should be given opportunities to be aware of their own feelings and develop the ability to express them in an appropriate way (Welsh Government, 2015). This is done in a number of ways throughout my ideal learning environment. 
A distinct feature of my learning environment is that there are mirrors are hung on the walls and pictures of the children are clearly displayed throughout the classroom environment. Children should be given opportunities to develop their sense of identity, their own self-image, self-esteem and confidence (Welsh Government, 2015). Through the use of mirrors and pictures of themselves and their peers they can start to learn about themselves and others. This can also be reinforced through topics such as ‘All About Me’ where children can actively talk about themselves and perhaps use the mirrors in the classroom to draw self-portraits and examine what they look like (Welsh Government, 20151).  The Foundation Phase Curriculum supports this and believes that “Children will begin to develop a sense of identity if they can see themselves in mirrors and photographs in a variety of activities.” (Welsh Government, 20151, p.16).
A main feature in the classroom is a large rug which is an ideal resource for carrying out activities such as Circle Time. Circle Time is when children make a circle on the carpet and is usually a time when children can talk openly; this could present opportunities to discuss feelings, beliefs and personal views (Welsh Government, 20151). According to Day (2011), Circle Time can also be used to acknowledge and celebrate individual successes and can be used to give and receive compliments. Praise and support are an essential aspect fostered throughout education and through celebrating children successes you can allow them to feel respected and valued as individuals (Welsh Government, 20151). I would propose the idea of carrying out Circle Time in the mornings whilst completing the register. This will allow me as a practitioner to gauge how the children are feeling and who may need extra support that day. I can also use it as an opportunity to discuss any issues from the day before and resolve any minor disputes between children. Additionally, it can be used to monitor certain children more carefully and note anything of concern. I believe that it gives each child a voice and can be used as a chance to discuss what is on their mind. However, in order for circle time to prove successful some simple ground rules should be established such as everyone listens, one person at a time, you can pass if you want to and you must speak respectfully (Day, 2011). 
In the outdoor area of my ideal learning environment I have included an exploration area where children can choose their own topic and explore it independently. By allowing children to choose their topics of exploration it can help them to develop independence, they can pursue their interest in-depth and return to the activity on many occasions; knowing that it is something meaningful and relevant to them (Welsh Government, 20151). Allowing children to be part of the planning and provision within the classroom can aid in their enthusiasm for learning and a high level of involvement. Donaldson (2015) fully supports this idea and believes that good teaching and learning will be achieved when children are encouraged to increasingly participate in the planning and to take responsibility for their own learning. 
A unique aspect that I believe I have included in my ideal learning environment is that of having a classroom pet. Many classrooms may already have a pet hamster, fish or perhaps even a rabbit; but the classroom pet that I would suggest is a cat or a dog. Animals such as these can be used as Emotional Support Animals and have been shown to decrease stress (Kennedy, 2015). Having an opportunity to care for and look after an animal can allow them the capacity to undertake responsibility and this can develop initiative and independence (Welsh Government, 20151).  Additionally, caring for an animal or any living creature can help children to understanding of exercise and hygiene and of the importance of good food and clean water; which is an important aspect of Foundation Phase (Welsh Government, 20151).
Literacy and numeracy areas were included in my ideal learning environment as it is recognised as vitally important across the Foundation Phase Curriculum. Through independent exploration of the area’s children can develop their understanding at their own pace, with adult support as and when they require it. With the new curriculum looming, literacy and numeracy will soon to be integrated into every aspect of the curriculum and Donaldson (2015, p.108) believes that they are “fundamental to thinking, learning and life” and that they should be developed and reinforced throughout their education. 
Lastly, I included a leisure centre in my ideal learning environment as I believe this to be important for many aspects of child development. As my focus was on well-being it was important to include how physical activity can support emotional well-being and positive mental health. It has been shown to lower levels of anxiety and depression whilst simultaneously boosting levels of self-esteem, positive body image and happiness (Public Health England, 2013). This, along with an environment that supports children’s interests, values their input and encourages self-sufficiency would hopefully produce confident and enthusiastic life-long learners.  
As well as the positive impact on a child’s emotional well-being, exercise can teach children many different skills that are a focus in both the current curriculum and embedded in the aims of the new curriculum. There are massive concerns around the amount of physical activity children actually carry out (Donaldson, 2015; University of Bath, 2018). Donaldson (2015, p.45) believes that through physical activity children can develop lasting good habits that will help “make a contribution to health inequalities” in the future. This can allow children have access to the best possible physical health and have “access to play, leisure and sporting” activities which is a core aim of the Foundation Phase Curriculum (Welsh Government, 2015, p.2).
To conclude, throughout the observation process it was useful to follow a reflection model as this allowed in depth analysis of the learning experience. It allowed me to structure my observation clearly and expand on my reflection techniques. Rolfe’s et al. (2001) reflective model allowed me to identify the possible reasoning behind the observation and to make suggestions for improvements in the future. 
Whilst examining the different learning theories it was clear to see that elements of each perspective could fit into the observed learning experience. I have learned that observations can be interpreted very differently and hence why four child development theorists were used; including Maslow (1962), Piaget (1936), Vygotsky (1934) and Bruner (1961). I believe that researching these theorists has allowed me to personally reflect on how children learn and the importance of considering this when planning the layout and resources that I will include in my own classroom. 
Maslow’s (1962) Hierarchy of Needs has taught me about the importance of making sure that children physiological and emotional needs are taken care of so that they are ready to learn when they enter the classroom. However, it also highlighted that children may not have all their needs being met but still are able to progress up the hierarchy; these children are therefore difficult to detect, and close attention should be paid to every child to ensure that they happy, healthy and emotionally stable. 
Piaget’s (1936) Stages of Cognitive Development has taught me about the importance of activities that are age and stage appropriate. Additionally, it has made me aware of how children may develop at different rates and the significance of providing children with differentiated work and activities. 
Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development (1934) and Bruner’s (1961) Scaffolding has allowed me to reflect on the impact that meaningful interactions with children can do and the value of peer support and social interaction within the classroom. This was mainly the reason why my classroom environment was based around discovery led learning with many opportunities for peer learning and social interactions. 
Whilst researching what to include in my learning environment, the Montessori method of teaching felt like precisely what I was looking for and allowed me to base my ideas around this concept despite certain criticisms. Planning and designing my own ideal learning environment has allowed me to consider the type of classroom I want to create and resources I want to include. This essay has broadened my idea of how children learn, gave me background knowledge on the theories that underpin our practice and has given me a better idea of the type of practitioner that I want to become. 
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