‘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.’



“Education must not simply teach work - it must teach Life.”- W. E. B. Du Bois




Introduction


Education in Wales is heading in a new direction. Professor Graham Donaldson’s ‘Successful Futures’ proposals for a shift in Welsh education (Donaldson, 2015) have been accepted by the Welsh Government, leading to a new curriculum for Wales. It is an exciting time for the educational system in Wales and one that should be embraced by teachers, parents and children. Education and learning are a complex phenomenon with ever-changing facets, therefore, it is imperative that the pedagogy of teaching is evaluated and reflected upon. Many great thinkers of the past have grappled with the importance of education, with Aristotle stating that education is the means by which man can cultivate his nature and achieve the purpose of his existence. (Aristotle and Burnet, J, 1967). 

This essay focuses upon a learning event which I found significant whilst on my observational visit to a school. Firstly, I will give a brief outline of the school where the learning event occurred. Secondly, I will focus on the critical incident and then develop, analyse and elaborate on the event. This incident is the catalyst for the essay and will propel me into certain learning theories developed by influential figures such as Piaget, Montessori and Vygotsky. These key theories will help me link the benefits of play and active learning in the school environment. I will then look into my ‘ideal classroom’ and focus on the importance of certain features of this classroom. Finally, to conclude, I will analyse the relevance of the learning event and discuss ways for my future progression as a teacher.

The critical incident that I observed occurred on our first bridging day in school for the PGCE course. The school is situated in a small town in the South West of Wales and has 481 pupils under its care. It is a pioneer school and is working with the Welsh Government and other schools to proceed with developments relating to professional learning. Around 21% of pupils are on free school meals and 34% of pupils have Additional Learning Needs. (Estyn, 2018) 




Observation

The learning event that I will be focusing upon revolves around a ‘game’ situation with a Year 3 class. 

The critical incident transpired when a worker from Superstars (a Child Development Organisation) took a lesson with a year 3 class. The teacher whose class we were meant to be observing had her Planning Preparation and Assessment period (PPA), so the school had brought in someone from an external company. On their website it states, ‘Superstars’ goal is to develop bright futures and to help schools raise standards through outstanding curriculum delivery, including all-important teacher release time. They are situated in South Wales and the South West of England. (Superstars, 2018)
 The session which I observed was led by the teacher and there was an end product he wanted out of the session. The desired outcome was for the children to successfully move another pupil with their hand first, then finger and then voice to the designated area without hitting other pupils. The task was focused as the teacher wanted a certain behaviour exhibited throughout. The skills which he primarily wanted to develop were communication, concentration and spatial awareness. In the environment available, the method of structured and directed play was the most applicable way to deliver the session, as I feel independently, the children may not have understood the task without the direction. 
The object of the first game was to move one child with the others persons hand. One child had to stare at the others hand and follow wherever the hand went. The activity was partner-based but inclusive as all members of the class were involved as they were all partnered up. I noticed how important inclusion was as it gave the pupils greater desire to take part, they all vibrated off each other. This links into research which states, that children who have multiple interactions with peers and adults throughout early childhood show a marked improvement across multiple areas of development. (Buysse, Goldman, & Skinner, 2003; Goldstein, 1993; Hart & Risley, 1995) The game clearly exhibited how involving play and active learning can help develop other key skills such as communication and concentration. Through observation it was clear that they grasped how their hand movements had a direct effect on the way the other pupil moved.  I believe that the pupils grasped the game and its concepts more clearly due to the environment and style of teaching which was free and playful in nature. Research suggests that through play pupils try to solve problems, explore their environment and can express and communicate their feelings relating to the experience. (Smidt, 2011)
Pupil 1: Keep staring at my hand.

Pupil 2: But I want to know how fast I can go.

Pupil 1: Not now! I’m in control it will be your go next, keep staring.

Pupil 2: Okay, but look how fast Pupil X is going!

Pupil 1: Just keep looking otherwise we wont be able to play the game and I’ll miss my go.

Pupil 2: Okay, but can we go a bit faster? 

Pupil 1: Yes, keep looking at my hand though because we need to get to the other side of the room.

Pupil 2: Okay, lets go! 








Figure 1. Dialogue observed between two pupils in Year 3


The dialogue above shown in Figure 1 occurred early on in the first ‘game’ between a pair of pupils. They had not wanted to be paired up with each other and Pupil 2’s concentration level was not at the level required of the game at the time of the dialogue, as Pupil 2 wanted to partner with a friend. It was here where some complex learning skills were observed, such as turn taking, communication, concentration and compromise. Donaldson in his report (2015), highlighted key areas that he believed needed to be met within the new curriculum. Within this conversation and the ‘game’ I observed there were many aspects of the new curriculum visible with personal, social skills and physical learning being developed on. The communication in this instance was basic but the dialogue as shown in Figure 1, showed growth as Pupil 2 began to take risks and understand he was responsible for his own actions. Eventually, Pupil 2 even began to enjoy working with Pupil 1, once he put his frustrations behind him.
The observational method I used to obtain the dialogue was a written method which I used throughout the ‘game’. As I was a new figure in the environment I didn’t want to distract the learning taking place. I wanted the pupils to enjoy the experience and not feel pressured as learning by whatever means should be stimulating and enjoyable. (Moyles, 1999) However, I was hard to avoid as myself and the other student teachers were clearly visible in the setting. This leads me to a criticism of the visual and written observational method I used. According to research from an experiment in the Hawthorne Works in Chicago, there was a change in the workers behaviour or performance, due to the fact they were aware that they were being observed (Oswald, Sherratt, Smith, 2014). Although the experiment was not conducted in an educational environment it is still important to address the issue, as my presence in the environment may have had an effect on the way the children participated in the game. I used both visual and written methods to take the information I needed, which I believe, was more effective as I could refer back to these notes and reflect on the situation. Using more than one method to observe is called the use of triangulation which can enhance confidence in findings. (Oswald, Sherratt, Smith, 2014). The importance of observation is clear in education and was a key aspect of the Montessori method. With Montessori once stating that the teacher is more of an observer than a teacher (Feez,2011) in her method of learning. Noting how the Montessori method worked on my first visit I tried to take this stance while observing. Personally, I did find some difficulty with this approach as I feel that a teacher/pupil relationship can be vital in good learning. I have witnessed that a teacher led approach can have many benefits as I will explain later on when discussing scaffolding and the zone of proximal development (ZPD).
Once the pupils got a grasp of the first game then all kinds of diverse and creative movements began to arise, with some pupils being on the floor following the hand. The pupils responded well to the ‘game’ and it was interesting to see how the different partners reacted. The major insight the pupils learnt was the control they had over the other pupil and the importance of concentration and communication that was needed for this game. It was important to begin the game with the simpler task of following the hand to eventually be able to communicate effectively using just their voice to guide them to the desired area. The pupils didn’t need the intervention of the teacher as they were enjoying the freedom given to them by the supporting teacher. This freedom has links with both Montessori and Piaget’s theories of learning as they believed the child was the active learner, who needed to figure things out for his/herself. (Feez, 2011) 
Another key feature in the learning was motivation. I noticed motivation within the pupils I was observing as they wanted to play the game correctly, even without the teacher being actively involved in the game. This motivational aspect of play has and will continue to give educational value. (Smith, 1982). It allows children to be children and learn in novel ways. It was vital that the pupils to grasp this rather complex ‘game’ were given the freedom of a playful situation to find correct solutions. Although there were some negatives about the learning such as the fact that some partners grasped the game quicker, in the whole it was a success as the children’s motivation and desire shone through. A quote from (Moyles,1995) states that play is necessary and vital to “normal” development of both the organism itself and of its maturation as a social being. It is something through observation that I would have to agree with. 
The lesson was extremely engaging, which is extremely important as it links with the new curriculum that is going to be introduced across Wales. In Donaldson’s findings, it states that children and young people need lessons which are relevant and engaging, with more practical lessons, more fun and more interaction. (Donaldson, 2015) Education must develop every child’s personality, talents and abilities to the full.  It is also important that the child is given the freedom to express their selves through play or other means as every child has the right to relax, play and take part in a wide range of cultural and artistic activities. (Gov.uk. (2010). Through these playful learning experiences areas of the curriculum are being hit alongside with the guidelines given at the Convention on the Rights of the Child. The learning event, also links in with the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act of 2015. This act looks at making Wales and Welsh children active members of the world and helping our children flourish in the learning environment. Like Donaldson’s ‘Successful Futures’ this document on the Well-Being of Future Generations will have an impact on the new curriculum and the future generations of learners. In my observation of the learning event all of the above acts and criteria were met. I will now delve into certain learning theories to help put the learning event into a theoretical framework.

Learning Theories
Many great thinkers have grappled with the question of education and learning, but is it that important? Aristotle once stated that the educator must encourage his students to establish their own value systems by the effort of their own thinking, that is by asking questions and finding their answers. (Aristotle. and Burnet, J, 1967). This question of effective education has persisted into the twenty first century. The major learning theories that the essay will focus on sprang into life in the twentieth century, when most cultures began to take children’s education seriously. This essay largely focuses around the constructivist, social constructivist and Montessori theory of learning as these theories link most closely into the learning event that I witnessed. To begin I will focus on the Montessori theory of education. 
Montessori was an Italian educator and physician whose work has been extremely influential on education. Her work in the early decades of the twentieth century has lain the foundations of early childhood centres and classrooms around the world. (Feez, 2011) Through my reflections on the learning event it’s hard to underestimate the importance of Montessori’s research and findings. Her work links closely in with the constructivist theory on education as Montessori educators believe that children learn through reacting with their environment. Unlike social constructivism, Montessori educators believe the child is saying ‘Help me to do it by myself’ (Montessori, 1949/1982) The natural drive is largely within us; and the freedom a Montessori classroom can give means children will naturally pursue those activities that are right at that pleasurable edge of the comfort zone, where we have the most focus and energy. (Gobry, 2012) By giving pupils the right environment they can begin to lay the foundations for their own learning, something that the Montessori method of education believes fundamentally.
The Montessori method was revolutionary for its time. She took children out of the bland, dark, confined and rigid education setting of the slums and moved around 60 pupils into a newly designed school named ‘Casa dei Bambini’. She took a holistic approach to the education of her pupils and believed the right environment, right diet and right attitude could help the pupils learn and engage and fully function with the world, regardless of socio-economic backgrounds. This holistic approach while commonplace in twenty first century education was revolutionary at the time. (Feez, 2011) In my observation of the learning event the setting was heavily influenced by the Montessori method as the room was spacious and developed to promote effective learning for the children. although the session was directed there was a lot of freedom for the pupils to create their own learning experience. 

The Montessori approach is not the only theory of learning that can be linked in to the learning event. Piaget’s theory of constructivism was evident in the learning. It is difficult to pinpoint exactly what constructivism is, some consider it a theory of learning, others as a theory of knowledge; although some other scholars and theorists consider it as a theory of pedagogy. (Roya Jafari Amineh and Hanieh Davatgari Asl, 2015) Regardless of the definition, Jean Piaget, arguably the most influential figure in constructivism, challenged traditional methods of education with his constructivist approach. A focal aspect of Piaget’s approach is the concept of the child as an active learner. Activity in learning is a dynamic process a process which is ongoing and generates continuous change and movement in thought. The child is at conflict, but from this conflict and struggle develops new learning, through what has been termed ‘cognitive conflict’. (Sutton-Smith, B, 1966). With the learning event I observed there were clear developments in language, hand eye coordination and special awareness just within the brief period I witnessed. There was conflict involved as certain pupils were rigid and wanted to copy what the teacher had demonstrated earlier, while others wanted to break past this and see the extent of control and movement they could have. Certain pupils learnt through Piaget’s theory as the new experience brought about a change in behaviour as they understood their knowledge was not at the level they wanted it to be. There were aspects of the game that needed to be learnt and they needed to grasp the concept of movement to become efficient players. The sense of knowledge and understanding seemed to be inbuilt into some pupils, such as Pupil 1, rather than being directed upon by the social setting or peers. 

Without advocates of a more child centred holistic approach such as Montessori, Piaget and Vygotsky then the learning event I witnessed would not have occurred. The constructivist stance maintains that learning is a process of constructing meaning; it is how people make sense of their experience. (Merriam and Caffarella, 1999) From the research and observations I have undertaken this statement rings true. Good quality learning does take place when the child undergoes a new experience and has to make use of the knowledge and understanding which has been developed. While Piaget’s theory does link heavily into the learning event I witnessed, another key theory has to be analysed.

The other theory which needs to be analysed is ‘social constructivism’. Vygotsky’s theory of social constructivism, unlike Piaget’s constructivism, puts the learners experience into a broader social and cultural context. In Vygotsky’s social constructivist theory, the environment and social interaction play a larger role than in Piaget's constructivist theory. Social constructivism, suggests that knowledge is first constructed in a social context and is then internalized and used by individuals ((Roya Jafari Amineh and Hanieh Davatgari Asl, 2015) The learning that was being developed in the learning event was undertaken in a social setting, with the social interactions and development of social skills evident throughout. By observing other pupils’ reactions certain pupils, such as Pupil 2, began to understand what social code of conduct was acceptable. By observing the social norm of the situation, the pupil developed an understanding of the game more coherently. Vygotsky's principle was apparent here as the child development appeared first on the social level and then on an individual level, what he called interpsychological and intrapsychological. (Vygotsky, 1978) As Pupil 2, maybe against his wishes became aware that acting in a more mature mode of being would help nourish a better outcome within the ‘game’ and with other pupils. 

Vygotsky’s social constructivism focused upon social interaction and its role in learning. This interaction could come through many aspects but Vygotsky placed great emphasis on the nature of the social interaction between ‘experts’ and novices. In these interactions, great learning could be developed, like an apprenticeship, in which a novice works closely with an expert in joint partnership in the zone of proximal development. (Palmer, Cooper, Bresler. ,2001) The zone of proximal development (ZPD) has been defined as "the distance between the actual developmental level as determined by independent problem solving and the level of potential development as determined through problem solving under adult guidance, or in collaboration with more capable peers. (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 86) This engagement between the more able peer, or adult, brings about a more successful learning outcome. In the dialogue aspects of this can be observed. The more able pupil in this instance was Pupil 1, who had grasped the concentration and understood the concept of the movement of the hand more clearly than Pupil 2 who wanted to play with his friend. By working together, they eventually moved into the ZPD where they began to flourish and use communication to move around the hall effectively. 


The playful nature of the game was something I found important and this links in with many psychological viewpoints, which state that there is a relationship between play and learning, with Piaget seeing a link between play and cognitive development (Piaget, 1951). Still it wasn’t just Piaget who observed the benefits of play with Vygotsky stating that play had an important role to play in the understanding of daily events and developing creative imagination. (Sutton Smith, 1966) Most social constructivists see the importance of play within learning with Vygotsky recognizing play as an essential agent in the maturation process of the child and that in play they exercise their greatest self-control. (Moyles,1995) Nearly all the research available states how important play can be for learning. The most exciting thing as a teacher is the dynamic nature of play which can be incorporated into effective learning. Not just in an educational sense but in an emotional and social sense play can help pupils judge many variables with social interactions and gain empathy with others. (Moyles,1995). Even the godfather of psychotherapy saw the importance of play with Sigmund Freud stating play can be a way of expression and a way to express negative emotions or reconcile anxieties. (Hyder, 2007)


Although there is plenty of evidence supporting play it does come under criticism. The main argument being that play occurs for no real purpose (Garvey, 1977). In a more demanding curriculum where statistics and results are becoming more and more important maybe play will be subjected to more criticism.

“Teachers frequently rue the fact that parents do not appear to value play activities in the curriculum, yet, as discussed previously, they themselves implicitly foster this notion in their organization of class activities.” (Moyles,1995)


Play unfortunately can be overlooked in education and can be regarded as something negative due to the unpredictable nature of it, and the difficulty of successfully assessing it. A key question that needs to be asked is how do we bring play successfully into the classroom and educational system. 

As time progresses we see the development of new educational ideas flooding through which is exciting for future educators’ documents such as the Learning Through Play in the Early Years and Donaldson’s ‘Successful Futures’ (Donaldson, 2015) both encourage learning that comes in an integrated way and not in compartments. Thankfully, the idea of play and child centred learning plays a much more important role in the Welsh Education system in modern day society with it even being advocated in the curriculum. As the Action Alliance for Children (2007) states: ‘Play is not a break from the curriculum; play is the best way to implement the curriculum’. With the new curriculum which has been modelled on the ‘Successful Futures’ document being introduced the emphasis on play and learning will encompass an even larger role as play links Donaldson’s Four Purposes such as Healthy confident individuals, Ambitious capable learners, creative and enterprising contributors, Ethically informed citizens (Donaldson, 2015) 




 



My Ideal Classroom


In the final segment of the essay I will focus on my ‘ideal classroom’. I will look into certain areas of my classroom which I feel will be important for me to help implement great learning for the pupils. I will briefly explain why I have introduced these features and look at arguments for and against use of this equipment or provision in the classroom environment. 

[image: ]Figure 2: A digital poster of my ‘ideal classroom’.




Outdoor Learning
 
Children enjoy being immersed in the world they live in. They like to breath the fresh air, touch the materials they are given, smell the flowers and engage in the world. To incorporate and enhance the learning I believe the class should involve the outdoors, as the best classroom and the richest cupboard is the one roofed only by the sky. (McMillian, M. 1919). The outdoors can link directly into many aspects of the curriculum, one great link I have seen was by pupils growing their own fruit or vegetables, linking into science and other key areas of 'Successful Futures', such as healthy eating and experience for life. (Donaldson,2015). Children can track the process of the development of the fruit or vegetables and then science or well-being lessons could revolve around this theme. There are issues to be faced with the outdoors as there are many assumptions over the relevance of outdoor learning from parents and educators. An example of these assumptions are that 'no learning happens outdoors', and that the 'outdoors is dangerous’. (Marjorie, O, 2003) Regardless of these assumptions or precautions, the research suggests that learning in the outdoors can be an effective tool. There are vast amounts of evidence to support the use of outdoor learning in education and learning. The Welsh Government has looked into this and concluded that outdoor environments that are fun, exciting, stimulating and safe promote children's development and natural curiosity to explore and learn through first hand experiences. (Foundation Phase Outdoor Learning Handbook, 2009) This use of exploration can only help develop some of the 16 Habits of Mind (Costa and Kallick, 2000) that are shown to be effective to the top workers, leaders and entrepreneurs throughout the world.   

[image: Image result for donaldson successful futures]
Figure 3: Digital Competence, one of the three cross curriculum responsibilities of teachers in Wales in the new curriculum.





              
Digital Technology

My ideal classroom would have to link into the first aspect of the new curriculum that has been introduced in Wales, which is the Digital Competence Framework (DCF).  Digital competency is a set of skills, knowledge and attitudes that enable the confident, creative and critical use of technologies and systems. (Digital Competence Framework guidance, 2017) Digital competency will be one of the three cross-curricular responsibilities of teachers in Wales, alongside numeracy and literacy, therefore it is important that my ideal classroom has digital equipment available for use. According to Daniels (2002) ICTs have become within a very short time, one of the basic building blocks of modern society. Also, Museveni (2006) observed that ICT is no longer a matter of choice it is a necessity in today’s world which is driven by technology and knowledge. Therefore, it is imperative that my ideal classroom is heavily influenced by digital technology.
 I would want each pupil to have their own personal device called a 'digital pro', and through this their classwork could be saved, monitored and accessed at any time. In Ysgol Bae Baglan, a school where I undertook work experience, the digital classroom was utilized to the maximum. The school was a paperless school and all the work was stored in their laptops. My classroom would be a digital classroom with a digital smartboard and Smart TV to help incorporate quality teaching and learning within the classroom. It is important to make sure the equipment is used correctly. The computers should be safe and any websites which could cause harm to the children should be blocked. Any abuse of the equipment will result in firstly a day ban, then a week and then a month if the misuse persists. 
This generation of children have been called 'digital natives' (Top Hat, 2018), knowing more than my generation would have known at teenage years by the age of Key Stage 2. The age of the 'digital native' is upon us and has been criticised heavily as the disengagement in school has become evident, apparently due to the interest in digital technology. My ideal classroom would hack into this interest in technology and utilize it. The pupils would learn about the importance of technology in the modern world and how to utilize it. I would use the digital technology to engage the users with kahoot quizzes, online videos, HWB and other dependable tools to help engage the pupils.  Regardless of the negative impact, evidence and research suggest, in nearly all the primary schools, ICT has a positive impact on teaching and learning, mainly by motivating and engaging pupils. (Estyn 2013) The importance of digital literacy in the 21st century is unquestionable. We have one foot in the digital age and the use of technology is not going to cease, we need to make sure our learners are ready for the technological advancements of the future.


Pets in the classroom environment

As shown on the poster, a mini aquarium will be installed in the classroom. Again, whilst on my work experience in Ysgol Bae Baglan the Year 5, class who I observed, had a pet turtle and fish in the classroom. The pupils all took great pride in their turtles and understood the interdependence of their actions and the turtle’s well-being. From my observation I could see empathy being developed within the pupils towards the turtle.  One study on turtles in the classroom stated, there are more positives with students’ daily observations contributing to an increase in their social skills—presumably due to the way the students interacted with one another during viewing times (Daly, Suggs, 2010).  Another initiative I would like to bring in is to develop links with local dog shelters to help bring in local sheltered dogs into the outdoor learning area once a week so the pupils can learn about the importance of caring for animals. I believe that this could have huge benefits for the pupils as Morton reported that attitudes towards, and relationships with, animals appear to contribute to increased empathy for children (Daly, Suggs, 2010). Empathy links into the new curriculum and is one of the 16 Habits of Mind so is a vital skill for our children to develop in everyday life. There has been an abundance of research on the impact of dogs in the classroom environment. Stating that there are multiple benefits that animals have for children, including making a significant contribution to the development of empathy and other important socio- emotional behaviour (Daly and Suggs, 2010) It can also not just help develop empathy but can contribute to students’ development, socio-emotionally and also with respect to their academic development (Daly and Suggs, 2010) Ascione and Weber (1996), for instance, reported an increase in attitudes toward humans as a follow-up to an animal-based humane education intervention. (Daly and Suggs, 2010), this research should justify the use of a pet in my ideal classroom. 


[image: A Sonoma Valley USD elementary school student reads to therapy dog Rudy to improve literacy skills.]
[bookmark: _GoBack]Figure 4: “Young students really believe the dog is listening to them,” says Mara Kahn, 4Paws coordinator of Sonoma County. “It’s greatly improved their reading.” District Administration Magazine. (2018). Canines in the classroom. [online] Available at: https://www.districtadministration.com/article/canines-classroom [Accessed 10 Oct. 2018].



Mindfulness and other relaxation techniques




Conclusion

Donaldson’s changes came at an important time as we needed to move away from the more rigid, archaic educational structures of the twentieth century and into the ‘brave new world’ of the new curriculum and 21st century education. The learning event I witnessed showcased to me how fluid teaching and learning can be. While the learning event had strong links with Piaget’s constructivist theory and Montessori’s theory of learning it is Vygotsky’s social constructivism that’s has the strongest connection. The pupils gained understanding through their interaction with more knowledgeable pupils as the dialogue showed in Figure 1. Looking deeper into the learning event and the theories behind has already had an impact on my pedagogy and the understanding I have of learning. I believe that there are many valuable ways of learning, but in this instance, the learning event I witnessed had the strongest correlation with social constructivism. 

There are many strategies and techniques which will become important to myself and my progression as a teacher. The new curriculum has a strong connection with digital technology so this is something that needs to be analysed and addressed for my progression as a teacher. I believe that play and active learning do have a fundamental role in learning, especially in the foundation phase and can be implemented throughout the school system. By analyzing the research available it has helped me understand what is necessary to become a successful teacher and will help me improve throughout my career. 
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