Effective Learning Climate.



This essay aims to analyse what is meant by having an effective learning climate and will specifically look into five different elements which aim to help practitioners create an effective learning climate.
The term learning climate within an educational setting can relate to the relationships that occur within the classroom such as between pupils, their teacher and with parents, the learning climate can also be influenced by the classroom arrangement itself and how the strategies are implemented by the teacher (Altmann, 2015). The learning climate can be created to enhance a child’s learning within the classroom and can be done through various strategies which will be explained within this essay in greater detail. The reason why it’s important to have a positive learning environment is that it will impact a child’s learning, this is highlighted within Bronfenbrenner’s (1981, cited in Altmann, 2015, P.549 ) theory which indicates that the environment a child grows up and learns in will not only have an effect on the amount of knowledge they obtain but also their ‘social-ecological dimension’ meaning that it looks at the child holistically rather than just how well they do with test scores and therefore, increasing the importance of creating a positive learning experience at school. To support this, Moore and Lackney (1993) claim that when a child has a positive experience in school it will often be reflected through an improved academic achievement which indicates that the environment a child is in has an indirect effect on their achievement.


Growth Mindset.
According to Nottingham and Larsson (2019), a mindset is a person’s perception of themselves and will usually fall into having either a fixed or growth mindset. This theory was coined by Dweck (2000) who explains the importance of knowing a child’s mindset is crucial to their learning and also explains that mindsets are flexible and as a result of that, a person’s mindset can change in different environments, this explains why children with equal abilities may differ in their behavioural patterns and goals. Therefore, it is possible for a classroom practitioner to influence a child’s mindset in terms of their abilities to encourage them to look at their behaviour and outcomes in a different light so that they can achieve their full potential. This is supported by Walton and Cohen (2014) who discovered that non-cognitive factors, such as their mindset, is critical for achieving ongoing academic success since those with a fixed mindset will often respond to failure through frustration compared to somebody with a growth mindset who will relish in the opportunity to learn. 

As believed by Dweck (2012) most people will fall into the fixed mindset category in which they have been trained in from an early age which is also associated with being the key development ages.
Having a fixed mindset means that the person will feel that they only have a certain amount of intelligence which can be hard to improve and that their intelligence and ‘qualities are static and unalterable’ (Rissenan et al., 2018, P.204). This will often create the feeling of having one consuming goal of looking smart rather than allowing themselves to make mistakes and try new activities to improve themselves. 

 On the other hand, Dweck (2012) explains that growth mindset is the starting point of a child’s development and that everyone has the chance to improve themselves through cultivating their efforts, the strategies they use and accepting help from others. Although each child will be unique in the ways they learn, they can improve through each experience they have which is why the classroom is a key factor for developing a growth mindset and creating a passion for learning. This mindset according to Rissenan et al. (2018, P. 205) is associated with the term ‘process focus’ meaning that behaviour is a result of ‘contextual factors and psychological forces’ rather than being trait focused which interprets behaviours as personality traits. This can be supported with Bronfenbrenner’s (1974) ecological model which consists of five subsystems which guide and support a child’s growth, one of these systems being the microsystem which can include the school and the teachers. Bronfenbrenner (1974) claimed that the interactions that take place within this system are able to influence a child’s relationship with one another and possibly their learning.

Within a growth mindset environment, the emphasis is on the progress a child makes and meeting goals instead of having the focus on achievements or how well they’ve performed in a test. This means that there’s a strong emphasis on formative assessments (which will later be discussed in greater detail as an element) such as self-assessing their work instead of summative assessments which uses tests to rank their position within their class. The formative assessment encourages children to self-analyse their progress rather than look at their score and compete or compare themselves to their peers. As explained by Williams, O’Connor, Norrish and Robinson (2013), it’s important to embed growth mindset through a whole school approach to create a culture of mindfulness, this can include wall art of visual displays that link to growth mindset and also having the children engage in projects which depict random acts of kindness such as the buddy bench scheme. Furthermore, Williams et al. (2013) claim that to attain a growth mindset, both the teacher and the child must be consistent with their effort and be persistent with their strategies. In support of this, Rissenan et al. (2018), explains that mindsets can be altered through educational interventions which can have a long-lasting effect on the child’s motivation and achievement. Teachers are able to play an important role in these interventions as their perception of a child’s behaviour and beliefs about their intelligence will change how they interact with the child. For example, by using ‘subtle cues delivered through language’ (Rissenan et al., 2018, P.205), teachers are actively trying to cultivate a child’s mindset by encouraging and motivating the child to keep trying at a task or seeing the positive side of failing an activity. However, Williams et al. (2013) explain this must be carefully done by having the teacher praise the child’s effort, this is known as process praise (Kamins and Dweck, 1999) and can be used instead of praising the child for being clever which is known as person praise. It’s highly important to differentiate between the types of praise as it has the power of undermining intrinsic motivation and can lead to a pattern of helplessness when faced with failure compared to the children who were given praise based on their effort. 

Therefore, many educationalists will try to embed a growth mindset ethos within their schools due to the effects a growth and fixed mindset will have on a child. For example, Hildrew (2018) found in their research that mindsets can affect children as young as three years old who will blame themselves when failing at something which inevitably will lead to low confidence and avoiding new opportunities to learn. This is important to acknowledge because attaining a growth mindset hopes to achieve the opposite. For example, Boylan, Barblett and Knaus (2018) argue that confident children are more likely to take on new challenges resulting in them becoming more resilient which is a key focus in the new Welsh curriculum ‘Successful Futures’ (2020) which in their four purposes aims for children to become ‘creative, entrepreneurial, resilient and capable learners’ (Boylan et al., 2018, P.5).  By embedding growth mindset as a way of meeting the four purposes it will help children emotionally as they learn from each mistake and further develop skills necessary to succeed by focusing on their learning rather than seeking approval and perfection in everything they do.

Visible Learning.

Visible learning was theorised by Hattie (2009, P.22) who refers to learning as having an explicit goal which should be challenging for both the child and the teacher who should use feedback as an aid for developing their ‘self-regulatory attributes’ such as being able to evaluate and assess themselves. This strategy also aims for children to become more independent by making teaching visible for the students so that they can become their own teachers (David-Lang, 2012) however, it also refers to teachers being able to continue to learn through the eyes of their pupils. For example, according to Ealing (2020), teachers continue to learn by adapting to situations to maximise the benefits for their pupil. Therefore, when teaching is visible and the child knows the aims of their lesson, the teacher can have the opportunity to make adjustments as they are able to see when learning is occurring, this is an important factor for children being life-long learners (David-Lang, 2012). 

Similarly to growth mindset, Hattie (2014) emphasises that a visible learning environment should encourage the celebration of progress and the effort a child has used. In support of this, Demirdag (2015) also states that a classrooms’ climate should look at children holistically and ensure that mistakes are welcomed and encouraged. The basis of visible learning is for students to have good background knowledge of subjects so that they are able to build on it and learn new things and making connections across their curricula. Additionally there also needs to be more interactions amongst peers and their teachers so that they are working within a meaningful learning climate (Cremin, 1958).

The reason why visible learning is considered important is due to the fact that Hattie’s (2009) research is the biggest evidenced-based project that has been written for education. The research looked into interventions teachers use and whether they benefited the pupils learning, as a result, Hattie (2012) concluded that the effect size of a strategy should be at least 0.4 which is known as the ‘hinge-point’ (David-Lang, 2012), this is the equivalent to a year’s schooling. The reason for this is because an effect size bigger than zero means that the intervention has the potential to improve the child’s learning compared to a lower score which sometimes has only been raised due to the child’s maturity instead of the acquisition of knowledge (Cremin, 1958).

A way in which a school can apply visible learning is through feedback which Hattie (2014, P.7) explains has a score of 0.76 making it ‘one of the most powerful factors’ that can influence learning. This is because feedback can help clarify what a child doesn’t understand which reduces the gap between where the child is and where they should be in terms of their work. In spite of this Hattie (2014) does take into account that feedback is a variable since it can depend on the way it’s given; it can depend on how the teacher communicates the feedback and how the child experiences and interprets it. Race (2014) emphasises this by saying feedback must be individual to each pupil and must create a discussion between the child and the teacher rather than it be a statement made by the practitioner, this is why body language, tone and even facial expressions should be considered by teachers who are implementing strategies like this.

By implementing visible learning into the school environment, students possess skills to assess their own learning which is believed to encourage their expectations of themselves (Hattie, 2012). To be able to do this is highly important since self-reporting their grades and expectations has the highest effective size score of 1.44 (Cremin, 1958), the highest out of all the strategies. An example of this which is used across all ages is the two wishes and a star template which is when children write about something they’ve done well and what they want to improve on. In addition to this, Palincsar and Brown (1984) refer to the application of Vygotskys (1978) theory on scaffolding which has an effect size of 0.74 which is also done throughout primary school and onwards due to its success. Within this strategy children will be a spectator to an activity before becoming a novice while the teacher does most of the cognitive work, however as the task goes on, the child will be given more responsibility with the guide of the teacher assisting them until the child has full responsibility. An example of an activity to represent this can be within the foundation years where teachers reads a book out loud to a child until gradually the child is able to read the sentences themselves. This means that children will be learning at their own pace, first through collaboration and then independently which helps build their confidence and skills (Cremin, 1958). Furthermore, in a study conducted by Taylor and Cox (1997), they researched how approaches such as scaffolding and collaboration can affect a child’s learning, they compared this to another group of students who had a lesson which only included the teacher explaining what to do, they discovered that the first group whose teacher used scaffolding techniques had done significantly better on a test at the end of the experiment due to how they were much more engaged and understood things clearer and therefore highlighting the importance of visible learning and how powerful the use of good strategies which have a high effect size can improve a child’s ability to reach their full potential.


Behaviour Management.

Children will communicate through their behaviour which is why it’s important for class practitioners to understand behaviour theory so that they can find the cause of the behaviour. In support of this, the Welsh Assembly Government (2017) believes that if this isn’t done, it is unlikely that strategies put in place to stop the behaviour won’t be successful.  A child’s behaviour is said to be modified through two types of conditioning, these being classical and operant conditioning. 

Classical conditioning is when a behaviour is connected with a stimulus which is what causes the response from the child. An example to illustrate this would be Pavlov’s (1951 cited in Diedrich, 2010) experiment he conducted with dogs as the subjects. Within this experiment, he would ring a bell which acted as a neutral stimulus while presenting food to the dogs and observed their behaviour. The neutral stimulus is called neutral since it produces no response, however, over time the dogs quickly associated the bell with being given food and would begin to salivate as a reaction. Pavlov (1951) furthered this experiment by ringing the bell but not presenting any food, he discovered that the dogs continued to salivate meaning that the ‘neutral stimulus has become a conditioned stimulus’ (McLeod, 2013, P,1). This theory is important as it can reflect what goes on in the early development stages of a child which is supported with Paget’s (1977, cited in Bennett, 2011) cognitive development theory which explains that within the sensorimotor stage, children will begin to connect how their actions can result in things happening. For example, in a study conducted by Marquis (1931) on babies being fed, he discovered that over time, they too developed conditioned responses as they observed an increase in sucking movements and mouth opening when a buzzer was rung to signify feeding time, this indicates that even at an early age, children’s cortex functions can form conditioned reflexes. Therefore, it can also be applied within school settings when practitioners wish to use stimuli’s that trigger the desired response, for example, children become conditioned to get into an organised line once they hear a bell ring to signify the end of their break. However, classical conditioning doesn’t always work in the child’s favour, if the child has linked a subject such as maths with anxiety and fear, they will always feel this way when doing tasks which includes mathematics since it has become an automatic conditioned response, this is easily created and hard to change which is why the teacher needs to be understanding and have the skills to implement strategies correctly to incorporate a positive learning experience every time (Bennett, 2011).

On the other hand, operant conditioning refers to the use of repeated rewards and sanctions in the aim of getting the desired behaviour. According to Blackman (2017), this operant conditioning is closely associated with B, F. Skinner (1938) who believes that behaviour is emitted from within rather than elicited by a stimulus external to the child. The basis of this theory is closely linked with Thorndike’s (1905) ‘Law of Effect’ which explains how reinforcing behaviour means it’s more likely to be repeated, resulting in the behaviour being strengthened, this is how it differs from classical conditioning. Touretzky and Saksida (1997) state that operational conditioning means that the child’s actions will depend on the consequence they experience meaning that the behaviour is operational since it operates (has an affect) on the environment resulting in the behaviour being instrumental leaving the individual with control over their environment. This was seen in B, F. Skinner’s (1938) experiment on rats who learnt that by pressing a lever it would result in positive reinforcement (food) rather than the behaviour of salivation during the stimuli (bell) still occurring even when no food was presented. This indicates to Touretzky and Saksida (1997) that learning is limited to a stimulus and the innate response.
Strategic ways in trying to influence a child’s behaviour are through using sanctions and positive reinforcement which can closely reflect what occurred in the previous experiments mentioned. Positive reinforcement is said to be a method which aims to shape new behaviour while engaging children (Catania, 2001) and is an effective and high-impact strategy which can improve a child’s behaviour (Diedrich, 2010). Wright-Gallo (2006, cited in Diedrich, 2010) indicates that by having a class behave more positively, it creates a more clam an inclusive environment which in turn helps vulnerable children such as those with additional learning needs continue in mainstream learning. 

An example of rewards within a school environment can be dojo points which a child receives once they’ve done something positive such as going onto a new reading level whereas sanctions can be used to discourage bad behaviour. According to the Department for Education (2016), sanctions should be used efficiently and consistently in various ways such as through verbal reprimand and detention since the type of sanction should always depend on the individual child and the severity of the behaviour. This is why communication is key alongside regular reporting to prevent a sanction being used. In opposition to this, the Department for Education and Skills (n/a, P.12) believe sanctions should be the last resort and that teachers should use every opportunity possible to use positive reinforcement which has a ‘greater and longer-lasting effect’. To support this, the Elton Report (1989) also claim that schools who rely on sanctions to deter behaviour are likely to become disappointed since children will continue to find different ways of achieving the act that was discouraged. 


Outdoor Learning.
 
The outdoors has endless possibilities for trying to engage children with their learning which is why it’s a popular strategy, so much so that there are now forest schools across the UK which have quickly developed since 1995 (Knight, 2011). More importantly, WAG (2009) explains that Wales is leading the way in the development of forest schools and how vital it is for enhancing learning in terms of developing children physically as well as improving their social and creative skills, the reason for this is because it is believed a child will retain information better due to the real-life experiences allowing them to ‘experience nature at first hand’ (WAG, 2009, P.2). In agreement with this, Lieberman and Hoody (2005) believe that using the outdoors can lead to a range of benefits for pupils such as through an increase in their academic attainment, improved behaviour and better mental health. 

Additionally, the New Economics Foundation (NEF, 2003) concluded in their evaluation project of forest schools in Wales that outdoor learning has numerous positive effects on children and how they relate to the world around them. This can be in terms of their social capital such as trust and mutual understanding and also with their human capital which refers to their skills, knowledge and the development of their confidence. The UK as a whole is said to still be in an experimental stage however the NEF project (2003) has been able to obtain evidence for how beneficial outdoor learning can be, they believe it enhances learning and can result in the development of a child’s self-esteem while also encouraging teamwork as well as motivating them to understand their surroundings. These outcomes are also reflected in the four purposes of the new Welsh curriculum ‘Successful Futures’ (Donaldson, 2015) which aims for children to become ambitious, capable learners and ethical informed citizens of the world.

To emphasise this point, other reasons as to why the outdoors are important is because it can help children grow emotionally, the outdoors can act as a place for children to destress and release any frustration they may have, this is why if a child has regular use of outdoor learning, they will become more relaxed (Education Scotland, 2015), helping them open up and be more trusting to practitioners about any problems they may be facing. In agreement, Armstrong (1996) states that outdoor learning can affect children emotionally since it can increase calmness and relaxation which helps children focus more within the classroom and become more engaging, making their learning environment more effective. Also, many outdoor activities will often include having to work in a team which again highlights how it helps develop social skills, respect for others and how to collaborate with others, this helps children become more confident and feel included (Education Scotland, 2015). 

Moreover, outdoor activities will also enhance movement, therefore, helping children with the development of their motor skills, both gross and fine, as well as helping with coordination, balance and creating a good habit of a healthy lifestyle such as by encouraging exercise (Bratton et al, 2016). O’Brien and Murray (2007) offer an explanation for this by saying how forest schools, in particular, will have children walk through a woodland area where they will then start an activity using natural materials such as small blocks of wood, sticks and tying knots. Picking up the blocks of wood will need the pupils to use their entire body which as a result will develop their gross motor skills and obtain a better range of movement and increased strength whereas the tying of the knot will help develop the fine motor skills since it involved the children having to make ‘small intricate movements’ (O’Brien and Murray, 2007, P.258). It’s also important to note that this can all be involved in one singular activity which is sometimes hard to do within an indoor environment. Furthermore, it provides children with the opportunity for assessed risky freedom (Bratton et al, 2016) where they can use imagination and socialise with other children which help with their long-term social, emotional on mental health which is the basic need for a child’s well-being so that they can explore and make sense of the world around them.

Additionally, according to Bratton et al. (2016), the outdoors is an effective mode of learning, this is a cycle developed by Kolb (1984, cited in the Institute of Education, 2002). The cycle contains four elements which Bibian (2014) believes teachers should follow when creating an activity. The four components include concrete experience; this is the activity itself and how a child experiences it, examples can include mud kitchens and growing vegetable gardens (Lynch, 2010).  Next is the reflective observation, which is when children reflect on what they’re doing, this could be discussing with their peers about how they should do the task, this leads to abstract conceptualisation which is concluding what they’ve learnt and forming new concepts (Lynch, 2010). For the garden activity, this can include being able to explain the planting process and making predictions about the growth of different vegetables. Lastly, active experiment is when children get to apply the new skills they’ve learnt (Bibian, 2014), for example using maths within the garden activity by weighing out soil and counting how many seeds they have, this is the transfer of knowledge occurring which creates a better understanding of what they’ve experienced and the world around them. This is highly relevant and important for the new curriculum which supports the idea of cross-curriculum activities which Donaldson (2015) hopes that it leads to becoming child-led so that children can develop their skills and understand how they can be applied in different scenarios.

 To support this, Education Scotland (2015) explain that their new curriculum (also created by Donaldson), allowed opportunities for more outdoor learning activities which has been a crucial aspect for enhancing learning through cross-curricular activities, they concluded that this aided children in making stronger connections with their skills, nature and their culture, helping them understand how valuable it is for them to make positive contributions to society.

Assessment for Learning (AFL).
Testing children has always been a classic way of measuring pupils progress and capability, however, Looney (2005) stressed that to create an effective learning climate, assessing a child should aim to identify a child’s learning needs so that a practitioner can respond to them so that the child is more likely to obtain achievements. An example for this is assessment for learning (AFL), this is a formative assessment which refers to frequent interactive assessments (looney, 2005) which are continuous throughout the year, allowing opportunities for the practitioner to make changes to future activities that will meet the individual needs of the child and focus on certain skills they may need to develop. To add to this, Taras (2010) explains that AFL should be intrinsic within the curriculum and can often be thought of as a trial-and-error technique since it is concerned with how the quality of a student’s work can be improved. As stated by Cremin (2018), AFL is an informal assessment which occurs through activities which involve the child and the practitioner creating a partnership where the child is able to self-direct their learning while still having guidance from their teacher, therefore AFL should be recognised as an essential classroom practice where pupils can demonstrate their knowledge and skills as well as reflect on the progress they’ve made so far.

AFL is a good way of promoting learning (Flórez and Sammons, 2013) and is a key factor for improving teachers’ practice, this is because AFL creates an environment which develops peer and self-assessment, motivation is encouraged and focuses on how the pupils learn.  Florez et al. (2013) explain that practising peer and self-assessments can increase the development of the child’s autonomous thinking since they begin to take on responsibility for their learning, increasing their awareness surrounding their learning. 

According to the OECD (2005, P.2), AFL is highly effective in helping raise a child’s standard of attainment, develop their ability to learn as well as ‘increasing equity of student outcomes’. In their study, OECD (2005) discovered that schools who use AFL show improvements in terms of academic gains as a whole but particularly shows an improvement in previously known as underachieving students. In addition to this, the OECD (2005) found that these schools reflected an improvement in attendance, the quality of students work and their retention for learning. The reason why these schools might have seen a change in behaviour is because of the effective use of AFL which requires a change in the learner’s role (Taras, 2010), similar to visible learning they almost become their own teacher since they are now able to self-monitor their progress subconsciously and then make adjustments themselves or know when to ask for guidance.

For AFL to be beneficial for children, the Department for Education and Skills (DfES, 2004) argues that children should be engaged in the progress regularly so they can start to judge how well they’re doing, this can be done by creating learning objectives which explains what the children should understand about the lesson, this is usually given at the start and also providing learning outcomes which is what the practitioner expects the children to be able to do once the lesson is over, this is usually provided as a dissuasion at the end which helps both the practitioner and the child identify where they’ve been successful and what areas need improving.  In support of this, Sweeney (2012) stressed that unless AFL is applied on a regular basis, it will have a low impact on the pupils learning, they also emphasise that this strategy should be developed as a whole school approach so that all teachers develop an understanding of effective teaching and how AFL methods can meet the needs of the children so they can deliver high-quality interactions leading to higher productivity levels and a positive classroom culture which makes children more engaged.

For example, one aspect of AFL is feedback which many practitioners consider it being an essential factor to contributing to a student’s outcome (DfES, 2004), this is because it can lead to greater understanding for the child about what they need to improve on, however, similar to growth mindset, it must be given encouragingly so that children don’t get demotivated. According to Sweeney (2012), this may be hard to do within a large class, however, when implemented, it can result in children becoming an active learner since it puts an emphasis on the child’s abilities rather than the focus being on a grade they received from a test. 

This is encouraged by Bloom (1971, cited in Guskey, 2005) whose strategy also aims to make effective use of feedback, this theory states that there should be a time frame of teaching children new concepts and developing their skills and then followed up with the AFL which Bloom (1971, cited in Guskey, 2005) explains it should provide feedback that identifies areas of improvement followed by corrective procedures, for example, by explaining how to make an answer better by referring to the learning objectives, the practitioner can then provide the child with an appropriate material such as different textbooks or videos in hopes of helping the child understand the task. By doing this, children will get a detailed response which sometimes can prevent smaller corrections becoming a ‘minor learning difficulty’ (Bloom, 1971, cited in Guskey, 2005, P.230), this was also found in Sweeney’s (2012) study where students expressed feedback through the AFL will often increase their motivation as well as their confidence since it feels more child-centred. Furthermore, Cremin (2018) believes that AFL can help preserve motivation in a pupil if its results in the child being given constructive feedback which creates the opportunity for them to self-direct their learning which is seen to help children thrive within education since they begin to cultivate skills such as being able to assess their own learning and identify how to improve their work. 

Conclusion:

To conclude, it’s important for practitioners to remember that every child is unique and therefore, will have a different type of learning style. This is why teachers should aim to be inclusive and have a range of techniques ready to use if they ever need to adapt lessons which is what a lot of the elements emphasise.  By understanding how different strategies can be applied, it can aid the practitioner in maintaining an effective learning climate where children should feel relaxed and positive about what they’re learning, this will also help practitioners adjust lessons better so that each child feel that they have the abilities to try the task which in turn, will help them become more confident and resilient. Another key factor that was highlighted throughout each element was for children to become independent with their learning through self-assessment and collaboration, as mentioned previously, this is relevant within the new curriculum which indicates that it has the chances to be successful in helping future pupils reach their full potential.
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