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Introduction 
Children learn in many different ways. There are different theories on the psychology of learning. There are two main theories of learning which are behaviourism and constructivism. Behaviourism was developed first in the ‘early twentieth century’ which focuses on the child’s behaviour, then there is constructivism which focuses on the understanding of knowledge and the mental processes involved with individual learners (Pritchard, 2014: 4). Learning can be described as “gaining more knowledge or of learning how to do something (Pritchard, 2014: 2). In 2014 the Welsh government asked Graham Donaldson to review the curriculum in Wales. Donaldson has now created a new curriculum has four areas of learning and six areas of learning and experience. This idea is to improve the way children learn and develop their skills through their education as they grow (Donaldson, 2015). Throughout this essay I will be discussing the theory of behaviourism and how children learn through positive and negative reinforcements. 

The learning event which I observed took place during a bridging day in a pioneer school in West Wales. The school, children and teachers will remain anonymous throughout this essay, out of respect and confidentiality, which are in BERA guidelines 2018 (BERA, 2018). There are approximately over 600 pupils within the school which range between ages 3 and 11. The school has children from deprived areas in Wales where approximately 33% of pupils have free school meals. The majority of pupils have a white British ethnicity and English is their first language. The school also has a Flying Start where children aged two can attend (Estyn, 2016). The learning event which I observed took place in a Nursery class with 22 pupils which links to behaviourism. In order to take any photographs a written consent form was completed and signed by a staff member, I was also given documentation of health and safety, child protection and safe guarding to be aware of the school’s policies. 

Observation 
During this essay, I will be discussing a behavioural incident that took place whilst observing in a school. This observation focuses on an individual child who is disruptive in their own learning and other children’s. Child X does not like to participate in learning in the classroom nor engages nicely with other children. Whilst having a discussion with the class teacher I was informed that child X would hit out and bite other children. From what I observed child X did not like to do his school work. The teacher revealed that they have tried a number of behavioural strategies with child X, however, some have failed. Firstly, the teacher tried the ‘thinking chair’ which was a time out for bad behaviour and was asked to sit and think about what they had done. However, this turned out to be ineffective as it was taking time putting child X on the chair and explaining what had been done wrong.  Child X would not sit on the chair and cause further disruption to the whole class. The teacher had thought of a new strategy in order to help the child X focus and take part in class activities whilst being kind to other children. The teacher had printed out a set of traffic lights and laminated them so they had a visual aid of their behaviour which can be seen in figure 1. The teacher then made a motorbike, which could be transferred onto the colour of the set of traffic lights according to their behaviour. The green light represents good behaviour, the amber light represents that behaviour needs to be improved before they can go onto the green light. The red light represents bad behaviour which is not acceptable. In order for this strategy to work the teacher would reward the child with something that is liked. Child X is currently into dinosaurs, if the child behaves all day and completes their work and stays on the green light they will be rewarded with a dinosaur sticker. However, if child X is disruptive and is moved off the green light the reward of the dinosaur sticker would be removed. Therefore, because there was something in it for child X whereby they were happy to sit and listen to the teacher and participate in class activities for their reward. When Child X became slightly disruptive a warning would be given, which led to the motorbike being moved from green to amber. If child X continued to be disruptive, the motorbike would then be moved to the red light which would result in a negative reinforcement of the dinosaur sticker being withdrawn. 
[image: ../Pictures/Photos%20Library.photoslibrary/Thumbnails/2018/10/12/20181012-103512/MBkpNmhfTiaOYFEEQFL4gA/thumb_IMG_7662%202_1024.jpg]
Figure 1 – example of the traffic light behaviour chart. (Image taken in school x)

I chose the method to stand back and observe the class whilst waiting for something to happen that I would be able to write about and link to a theory. This method is a form of event sampling, “Event sampling can be useful for recording particular occurrences, often of unwanted behaviour” (Papatheodorou, Luff and Gill, 2013: 33). This method allows you to focus on a particular event and record results by taking notes. I believe this was the best method to observe the learning event, as I was able to record the event happening without child X noticing my presence. Therefore, this was a true representative of child X’s behaviour and that the child was not acting up due to my presence. On the other hand, there are disadvantages to this observation method which are, I might have only started observing my learning event when I saw it happening therefore, I may have missed anything that happened before the incident (Papatheodorou, Luff and Gill, 2013). Also, because I was only watching one child I may have missed a different learning event that could have been recorded. An alternative method which could have been used was visual recording on a device. The benefits to this method would be easier to look at observations and that it captures everything. The disadvantage to this method is that my presence would have been stronger as an observer and the children may have acted differently, (Papatheodorou, Luff and Gill, 2013) which could have caused the children to act up to the camera. Another issue in relation to using technology and videos to record results is that, they “raise issues of anonymity and confidentiality” (Papatheodorou, Luff and Gill, 2013: 36). This then raises ethical concerns which are not recommend with BERA guidelines. Lastly, technology can sometimes go wrong and if this was to happen and you were only using digital devices you might not have any results (Papatheodorou, Luff and Gill, 2013). Therefore, I feel that event sampling by taking notes was the best method to use for this learning event. 

I decided to write about this learning event because I believe that this links with learning theories and is an excellent sample of behaviourism within the learning environment. Behaviourism was a theory developed in the twentieth century by Ivan Pavlov who was a Russian physiologist who came up with the principle of classic conditioning during the twentieth century. He noticed that dogs salivate when they smell food, therefore, he introduced a second stimulus which was to ring a bell and the same time he presented food to the dog. The dog would then salivate at the sound of the bell and food. Eventually Pavlov took the food away and only rang the bell which cause the dog to salivate, which was a change in the dog’s behaviour therefore, this is an example of classic conditioning. (Cotton, 1995). This is saying that stimulus can be introduced to manipulate a behaviour, this was seen when observing child X by introducing a visual aid to show what behaviour is expected. In order to get a reward child X was willing to engage with the lesson. This theory is supported by J Cotton who writes about learning theories and he states, “This new behaviour does not come about instantly but has to be shaped by encouraging change” (Cotton, 1995: 44). On the Welsh Government website, there is a handbook for ‘practical approaches to behaviour management in the classroom’ which has tips to encourage positive behaviour by rewarding good behaviour which will encourage this behaviour to be repeated (Welsh Government, 2012). Again, this reflects what the class teacher was doing to engage child X to learn during the lessons by showing that if they complete their work will this will enable the reward sticker at the end of the day.  Therefore, child X is likely to repeat this behaviour in order for to have a reward in the future. Linking approaches and theories to child X’s situation in the first circumstance, when a thinking chair was introduced to improve his behaviour this method failed as child X did not stay this caused more disruption, this can be seen as rewarding the bad behaviour through giving him attention. Punishment can be seen as rewarding bad behaviour by giving them attention. However, negative reinforcement is ignoring bad behaviour and focusing on praising the good (Cotton, 1995). Therefore, the second method of positive reinforcement for child X was the dinosaur sticker. This lead to ignoring the bad behaviour and the negative reinforcement would be withholding the sticker, this is again backed up by Cotton who wrote, negative reinforcement is “withholding of praise and reward” (Cotton, 1995: 55). In the next section of this essay, I will be going into depth about behaviourism and talking about theorists that have carried out experiments which can manipulate behaviour to produce positive results on how children can learn within a classroom. 
Learning Theories 
There are many theories that have been developed around how people learn, “A learning theory is a systematic, integrated outlook in regard to the nature of the process whereby people relate to their environments in such way as to enhance their ability to use both themselves and their environments more effectively (Bigge and Shermis, 1992:3). It is difficult to find a definition to what learning is, “there is no subjective element to learning—either in determining what to study or in how information is interpreted, used, or understood” (Boghossian, 2006: 716). The learning is a process which individuals all engage differently on all different levels.  Therefore, different theories can help to understand how different people learn. The learning event I witnessed is based on the behaviourist theory. Firstly, I am going to talk briefly about constructivism, which is based on the cognitive process how people think and learn. Jean Piaget was one of the first theorist to develop constructivism, “Piaget saw children as constructors of their own knowledge, taking information from the people and objects in their environments and making meaning of them” (Aubrey and Riley, 2016: 34). He believed that children have their own motivation to learn by their curiosity (Aubrey and Riley, 2016). A critique of Piaget’s work is that he used his own children for research therefore, this was a “unreliable scientific method” (Aubrey and Riley, 2016: 40). Therefore, Piaget developed his theory children learn more through their own curiosity opposed to having a more knowledgeable person such as a teacher telling children how to learn. Secondly, there is social constructivism which is a theory that humans learn through interactions with others. Lee Vygotsky was a social constructivist, “He believed that children should experience a variety of cultural tools, to help them achieve new learning through problem solving and interactions with others” (Aubrey and Riley, 2016: 55). Vygotsky believed that children will learn from more knowledgeable people, a child will learn more in this environment opposed to working on their own (Aubrey and Riley, 2016). This can be seen as scaffolding by helping the child learn and develop their knowledge. A critique of Vygotsky’s theory is that it can undervalue a child’s potential to learn by always having the child with a more capable person (Aubrey and Riley, 2016). 
As stated above behaviourism is the theory based on the learning event I witnessed therefore, this is the theory that I will be explaining in detail. Pavlov was the first theorist that came up with the term classic conditioning which was based on experiments on dogs. “Behaviourist do not spend much time considering what processes go on inside the individual; rather they concentrate on what reaction they get to a particular stimulus”. (Cotton, 1995: 42). So, behaviourist is more concerned with external factors that stimulate learning opposed to the thinking process involved with constructivism. John B Watson was also a founder of behaviourism after Palvov and he “carried out a number of experiments with the 11 – month- old Albert” (Illeris, 2008: 31). He was able to show that emotions can be conditioned, baby Albert was afraid of loud noises, therefore, when they gave him his pet rat and made a loud noise, Albert then became afraid of his rat because it was associated with the noise (Illeris, 2008). This shows that emotions can have an effect on learning. Watson’s theory was based on conditioning and how by introducing an external stimulus this can then have an effect on the behaviour that follows. This can be link to child X whereby, without the stimulus of the reward of a dinosaur sticker, will not behave. Another theorist, “Edward Lee Thorndike 1847-1949, is regarded as the founder of educational psychology” (Illeris, 2008: 31). He believes that children can learn through trial and error. Thorndike came up with the law of effect, which demonstrates that people learn by things that satisfy them and tend to do this again and become stronger learners. Alternatively, if the learner is not satisfied, they do not repeat and may not learn or their learning is weakened (Illeris, 2008). Therefore, the more satisfied a child is by what you are teaching them the more likely they will be interested and want to learn as opposed to something which is not engaging this can then lead to disruptive behaviour and they will not learn what they need to. After Thorndike, there was, Burrhus F Skinner an American behaviourist that followed up on Thorndikes theory and then developed his own “concept about instrumental and operant conditioning” (Illeirs, 2008: 31). Operant conditioning is when the learner is practicing a certain behaviour in hope of a reward. This can also control the way children learn and their knowledge (Ileris, 1995). Again, by linking operant condition to the learning event with child X it can be seen as it works because the child behaves in the way that the teacher requires in order to have the reward at the end of the day. It can be said that his due to this condition child X is willing to learn and extend learning knowledge. This can be used during teaching, “In the classroom the teacher reinforces good behaviour and correct responses with smiles and nods of encouragement or even a spoken ‘well done’. This is designed to motivate school children to learn” (Cotton, 1995: 54). Hopefully, throughout the school year child X will behave and learn in the way which is expected without a reward because the teacher can move away from the reward sticker and motivate with praise. By having a punishment for bad behaviour this can strengthen the students mind to do well and learn in order to avoid punishment (Bigge and Shermis, 1992). Therefore, behaviourism has many positives that have shown successful research that people can learn by having positive and negative reinforcements and can learn that behaviour can be controlled by stimulus and that if new knowledge interests’ young learners then their own curiosity can have a positive effect and strengths their learning and knowledge. Behaviourism also has many criticisms, one disadvantage of behaviourism can be that if you are inconsistent with positive and negative reinforcements they will not be affective therefore this is a weakness and children may behave badly (Bigge and Shermis, 1992), which will affect their own learning and other children in the class if they are disruptive. Skinners work has been criticised on a level that he is comparing humans to animals. It is believed that human behaviour is much more complex compared to animals even though his theory has worked on humans (Aubrey and Riley, 2016). Another “criticism of Skinner’s assumptions that animal and human behaviour is comparable is that this degrades the human condition” (Aubrey and Riley, 2016: 66). It is believed that humans are superior to animals therefore, how is a comparison made between the behaviour of both when they are completely different. A further critique, Carl Rogers disagreed with “Skinner’s theories on behaviour modification” (Aubrey and Riley, 2016: 66) on the grounds of freedom and human control (Aubrey and Riley, 2016). The theory of behaviourism is seen as human control by manipulating the behave in fear of a punishment. There are also many ethical issues when considering the experiments with behaviourism, Skinner and Pavlov used animal testing where animals suffered pain therefore, this is ethically wrong to use animal testing. Also, Watson used baby Albert by scaring the child in order for a response, therefore there are flaws in the way behaviourism was researched. 
I believe that by research and understanding all three theories this helped me understand the theory behind the learning event I recording whilst out on placement. Especially behaviourism, I understand, children in some cases, need motivation to learn and by having positive and negative reinforcements this can have a large influence on the behaviour and learning within a classroom. After witnessing the learning event, I fully understand how certain methods of positive reinforcement helps child X engage in classroom activities which helps child X behave in the correct manner with other children, due to his visual aid and the level of colour on the traffic light chart. I now understand why some punishments do not work within the classroom environment as it can be seen to reward the negative behaviour therefore, it is more likely to be repeated. The learning event I witnessed is linked with learning theories. After the research I have carried out, I feel confident to apply these theories in the future in order to engage children in the classroom and feel that there are different theories which can help children to learn. 

[image: ]Ideal Learning Environment Commentary 
Figure 2 – PowerPoint Poster on Ideal Learning Environment

Figure 2 reveals my PowerPoint poster of an ideal learning environment. The poster is focusing on a year 2 class with a superhero theme. I have chosen the superhero theme as it is something that children can relate and engage with. In my ideal learning environment, I would include, bright colourful displays, a green screen, tuff trays with education games, a reading corner, a Digi den and have a dress up area where children can have role play. I would also have an outdoor learning environment as this is very important for children to have an outdoor education, this area would include a literacy and numeracy shed with resources available to complete tasks outside. It would also have a mud kitchen, sand and water areas for children to develop skills outside the classroom. Figure 2, shows many things I would have in my ideal learning environment. However, I am going to focus on the importance of ICT, role play, outdoor learning and having a display of a class charter and how this links to behaviour in this commentary. 
Firstly, I am going to talk about the importance of ICT within a classroom. The new curriculum has introduced digital competency and this should be a cross curriculum subject along with literacy and numeracy (Donaldson, 2016). Digital competency is now seen just as important as literacy and numeracy. Digital competence is the set of skills, knowledge and attitudes to enable the confident, creative and critical use of technologies and systems (Welsh Government, 2016). Therefore, if it is a subject that has to be taught children will develop these skills and will be more adaptable in the future. There are also benefits to using ICT within the learning environment as ICT can create a more exciting way of learning for children of all ages, this learning will also improve their digital competency skills and motivation (Livingstone, 2012). Another benefit of ICT within the learning environment is getting children to research a topic so they can improve they knowledge and understanding but also motivates children to learn and can act as scaffolding to improve learner’s knowledge (Livingstone, 2012). This scaffolding can then be used in other areas of the curriculum for children to develop their literacy by writing up what they have researched and adapting this to other areas. Because there are benefits to using ICT within a learning environment, I would have a Digi den where children have access to IPad to carry out different tasks by using ICT. By using ICT also allows children to record their learning in different ways, through taking photos of what they have learnt or by videoing each other learning a story this can link to role play within the classroom. IPad also have many apps such as book creator which allows children to write and create their own book which links nicely to literacy and interlinking both areas of the curriculum. I would not only have IPad available in my learning environment but there would also be access to laptops and computers in order for children to develop their ICT skills on a variety of devices. By using ICT, I would also be able to give children homework such as research tasks, by using technology to find their research this is creating a fun way of learning. 
Secondly, I am going to discuss the importance of role play within my classroom. Play and active learning is very important in a learning environment, role play can “develops and extends their linguistic and communication skills, enables them to be creative, to investigate and explore different materials, and provides them with opportunities to experiment and predict outcomes” (Welsh Government, 2008: 5). Play motivates children to learn as they do not realize that they are developing their knowledge. Active learning is a key way children can learn in a fun environment that stimulates them (Welsh Government, 2008). Role play gets children to think outside the box and to think about how different people might think and feel. Role play can also develop social interaction skills with other children and make them more aware how other people are feeling (Clapper, 2010). Which can link back to Donaldson and that children are becoming motivate learns through learning through play. Play can sometimes be seen as if the children are not learning, however planned role play can get children to think about real life situations which is developing their thinking skills. Therefore, I believe that play and active learning is crucial in a child’s learning development. It allows them to be creative and learn in ways that excite them. In my ideal learning environment, I would have a role play area that allows children to dress up and actively learn in ways that link to a topic, for example, if I was completing a supermarket topic, I would have in my role play area a pop up shop and dressing up costumes that allow children to put themselves in the role of a shop keeper or a customer. This role play area can act as a continuum which can link to knowledge children have learnt in previous lessons, such as numeracy, this can involve money by asking how much items cost and how much change they might need. 
Thirdly, I am going to talk about the importance of an outdoor learning area, which I believe, every classroom should have. Outdoor learning is important part of learning as it motivates children to learn in an outdoor environment. Outdoor learning is filled with opportunities for children to take risks and explore the environment (Welsh Government, 2009). By taking learning outside it does not restrict children to a classroom setting it allows them to be free within the environment. “The outdoors is full of special stimuli such as weather, sounds, smells and textures which can enrich and enhance a child’s learning environment” (Welsh Government, 2009: 2). These stimuli can excite children in which their own curiosity can take over learning and get the children to ask questions to develop their knowledge, this links to Piaget’s constructivist theory.  The outdoors can have positive effects on children’s health and respect for nature. The outdoors can be linked into many subjects from physical education to science and problem solving. The outdoors creates a first-hand experience which will help the children remember what they have learn which can motivate them to want to learn more on a topic (Welsh Government, 2009). By allowing the children outside it gets them moving by running, walking and having fun, this has positive effects on their well-being and lets them have fresh air ready for them to learn. By taking lesson outside, “Learning easily comes alive, as students are able to handle, touch, smell, and even taste the materials they are learning with and from” (Dyment, 2005: 30). In my ideal learning environment, I would have a mud kitchen which will allow children to be creative and talk about ideas how to make a mud cake this can link to numeracy with asking children how much in weight of an ingredient would they need. Also in my outdoor learning environment, I would have access to a literacy and numeracy shed which would have resources available for children to use, such as white boards so they can carry out writing activities and measuring tapes so they can measure items that are outside. I believe that children will have an open mind when learning outside because it opens up fun opportunities to learn things that are not always possible from inside the classroom. 
Lastly I am going to talk about the importance of a class charter display. In my ideal learning environment, I would have a wall display that displays the class charter this would include what rights the children have which are linked to the United Nations Rights of the Child Articles (UNCRC). This makes children aware of what rights they have. I would also link this display to behaviour, article 28 states that children have the right to education. Therefore, if children are misbehaving or being disrupting they are affecting other children’s right to an education therefore, there would be a consequence for this behaviour which can link back to behaviorist theory that children will want to learn to avoid a consequence (Unicef, 1989). Due to pupil’s voice being very important it is a nice idea for children to have a visual display or what their rights as a child are and what responsibilities they have alongside the teacher.
Figure 3 is an example of a classroom charter display that I believe is important to having in [image: ]my ideal learning environment. 





Figure 3 –Image of a wall display of a class charter. (Image taken in school X)
Overall, there are many ways you can create an ideal learning environment, during this essay I chose to discuss four main elements that I believe are crucial for my ideal learning environment. 
Conclusion 
In conclusion, the learning event, I witnessed revealed that by applying a behaviourist approach to learning that child X was able to understand what behaviour was expected. The event linked mostly to Skinner’s operant condition and the use of positive and negative reinforcement can be a wonderful tool within the classroom that engages children to learn. This event was able to demonstrate learning theories exceptionally and has taught me that this will definitely be a theory I will use in my classroom in the future. In summary, of my ideal classroom, it is clear that there are many different ways children learn. Therefore, by creating an ideal classroom that has room for role play, ICT, and outdoor learning it is creating a fun and exciting environment that will motivate children to learn and become the best they can be, by having many resources available to them. Finally, this assignment has help me understand how theories are put into place within the classroom. After researching what creates an ideal classroom, I will be able to implement these in my future class. 
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