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“The school is a significant personal and social environment in the lives of its students. A child-friendly school ensures every child an environment that is physically safe, emotionally secure and psychologically enabling;” (Creating an environment for emotional and social well-being, 2004) It is the opinion of many that a learning environment is a key aspect of a child’s learning. Montessori believes that a Prepared learning environment invites, supports and enables learning. This could suggest that if a child is put into a learning environment which is very minimal with little for them to explore, that they will not grow and develop in ways that would be possible if they were put in an environment which encouraged learning and exploring independently. It could be agreed that John Dewey’s theory supports this, as he states that children learn through doing as does Piaget. Due to this it could be said that the environment needs to support and encourage the children to learn and explore independently. Although not everyone would agree with this as many educator’s practise Skinners theory of behaviourism which suggests that children learn from behavioural patterns. This could suggest that the environment in which this happens is not as important. Regardless of which opinion you believe to be true over the years there has been many different types of learning environments that have believed to be effective over the years, some have changed drastically but some have stood the test of time. 

Having taken into consideration many different theories and observing different learning environments myself, I have put together what I would include in my ‘ideal learning environment’. Some of these things I have witnessed being effective in the classroom although this is not to say they would be effective in every class, and some I have added from research and the suggestions of theorists. I have chosen to base my learning environment in a foundation phase reception class. 

A section of my classroom would be dedicated to technology. Many believe that it is now vitally important for children to be introduced to technology from very young ages. The new digital frame work suggests that digital competence is now as important as literacy and numeracy. For this reason, I would ideally like to have one iPad per child so that all children can access an iPad and they would get used to using themwith their own log ins and educational apps etc. I would also have a large interactive white board which would be used several times a day for whole class activity. I believe it is important for the children to be introduced to technology such as this at a young age, so that they are able to use and understand the devices and both the positive and negative ways in which they can be used. For the children to make the most out of the technology that is now available to us, we as educators need to improve our level of comfort with technology be able to show it in its full protentional to children we need to be confident in using it as a tool to help us teach. (Pilter, Hubbell and Kuhn 2012)

Lili M. Levinowitz (1999) states that music deserves special attention in early years education, as there is research that suggests that the early years in a child’s life are a key time for musical growth and also that music can impact their overall growth and development. For this reason, I would like a music corner. I would have a variety of different musical instruments to encourage the children to create their own music and be able to present this in whichever way they feel, be it through instruments or song. I would want this part of the classroom to be a place where the children feel they express themselves through creative arts, so I would also have a stage area encouraging the drama aspect of the creative arts. Here I would have a stage big enough for the children to be able to put on shows to perform in front of small audiences which would build their confidence. I would also have props for them to use here such as hand puppets, so they can create their own narrative. There are no limitations here, they could never be wrong in what they create. I want this area to really encourage the children’s creativity whilst boosting their self-esteem and confidence.

I believe that adding sensory area in my classroom could be very beneficial to many children as according to Montessori’s theory there are several purposes to using sensory materials some of these include developing children’s learning by training child’s senses to focus on an obvious particular quality, increasing a child’s ability to distinguish, classify and organise this also improves the way a child thinks and to prepare children for writing and reading. 
The materials in a sensory are attractive and encourage active involvement. My sensory area would include objects such as play dough, an auditory station, a balance beam, a tunnel for the children to crawl through, a trampoline and crash mat. It has been heavily researched and proved by many that sensory play is beneficial to children’s learning. Through the sensory play children learn how to block out certain senses that are not relevant to that particular learning, it helps the brain create stronger connections to sensory information, so that it can filter out what is needed and what is not. It also has other benefits such as improving fine motor skills, it supports language development and encourages ‘scientific’ thinking and problem solving. Sensory play can also involve mindful activities which is also very benefitable to a child’s wellbeing which also impacts on their learning. (Goodstart Early Learning, 2018) Overall, I think a sensory area would be a great assets to have in a classroom. 
An important part of my classroom would be the role play area. Timothy C. states Roleplay is a major from of stimulation as it allows the learner to immerse themselves into the learning Roleplay doesn’t just develop skills needed to learn but also develops skills needed in real life situations, the children re-enact real life problems, and by re-enacting them themselves some may say this will help them gain empathy for different situations that without the use of role play they may not find themselves in. Due to this it also develops the child’s critical thinking as the child is actively involved in enhancing their own learning through exploring and with the help of a good facilitator questioning, they will be able to critically think even wider. Taking this into consideration I would fill my roleplay area with things that the children are familiar with and are used to seeing at home, these are things such as a kitchen area, bedroom etc. This could be comforting for children who are still very young and getting used to full time education and it will allow them to express themselves maybe as they do at home or even more so in a creative way.
Out-door learning is now at the heart of the curriculum with its importance and impact on children’s learning being taken very seriously. “The Framework firmly places out- door provision and outdoor play at the heart of under-fives educational provision.” (Bilton, 2002) states outdoor learning is now not an option, it is a necessity. For this reason, I have chosen to include a variety of outdoor learning provisions that all have different learning benefits and outcomes. 
I have chosen to put an interflowing door from my classroom into my outdoor learning environment, this would make it easily accessible to the children, so that they can fleet between the two as and when the please. From theories such as Piaget’s we are told that children learn from doing so by having things such as a mud kitchen in my outdoor learning environment it encourages messy play and children exploring and creating things for themselves. I would also have a green house where as a class we would grow vegetables and herbs, this would promote healthy eating as throughout the process I would teach the children how foods that grow naturally are good for our bodies. This would give the children a good knowledge of different fruit and vegetables as the children would be able to experience the planting and growing process first hand. 
(Bilton, 2002) states that the outdoor area is a complete learning environment that caters for all children’s needs, and this is what I have tried to incorporate in my outdoor learning area; a space that is creative and is appealing to all children in some way, be it cognitive, linguistic, emotional, social or physical. This space would be available to the children every day.
Finally, for some children the playground may be the only time of day where they are given complete freedom, so I would accommodate this whilst making it a safe environment for the children. For this reason, I have included an adventure play area. (Frost, 1988) states that adventure playgrounds help enhances the overall development of a child as well as being a fun facility for children to be both creative and active. I have also included a basketball court again to encourage the children to be active as health and well-being is now considered to be very important in the new curriculum and it can have an impact on a child’s learning. There will also be a bike track, this helps children improve their gross motor skills whilst also providing them with risks and excitement. 
To conclude, a learning environment is vital to a child’s development, it could be said that if the environment does not have the facilities a child requires it can have an impact on their learning and future development. In my ‘ideal learning environment’ I would like to cater for all children and their individual learning needs to enable them to reach their full potential. 
Introduction
There are many theories and theorists who have had ideas and strategies about what works well within education. Some of these ideas have come and gone quite quickly but some have stayed for many years and are still incorporated in our education and learning system now. Some of these individuals include, Lev Vygotsky, Ivan Pavlov and Jean Piaget. Some may say these are three of the most influential theorists and what we know about successful learning now is all based off the ideas these three people had. Many people may question why we still take these theorists opinions into consideration so many years after they were written but it is argued that the explanation of this is that theories such as Vygotsky’s gives us answers to questions that weren’t asked before. Himself along with Piaget and Pavlov were forward thinkers and that’s what makes them still relevant today. (Kozulin et al., 2003) It could be said that the majority of theory’s that have come after Piagets, Pavolvs and Vygotskys have been heavy influenced/built upon one of these three which is why when re-searching teaching strategies it always somehow leads you back to one of these three. These teaching strategies have been changed and adapted over the years, some examples of this are; behaviour management (Skinner 1954) exploratory talk (Barnes 1977) and questioning (Walsh and Sattes 2005) to name but a few. The learning event in which I observed was based about the teaching strategy of questioning. Due to this, throughout this essay I will be exploring the impact that using questioning in a classroom can have on a child’s development and how it can impact their critical thinking skills. I will take on board many different opinions and different styles of questioning in the hopes of finding the most effective use of questioning within the classroom.

The primary school in which I witnessed this learning event was located in a small village in South Wales. There are currently around 300 pupils between the ages of 3 and 11 including around 35 full time pupils in the nursey. The school has 10 classes, mostly mixed age classes with only four single aged classes. The school was last inspected in July 2018 and came out with good across the board in all areas. The learning event I witnessed took place in the reception class with around 30 pupils. When making my observation I took all ethical considerations into account. I gained consent from the school and class teacher to take pictures of displays/ any work without children’s names on it. I did this to ensure anonymity. Also, to ensure anonymity throughout this essay I will not expose the children’s or the teachers name in which took part in my observation, this information will all remain confidential. I also made sure I familiarised myself with the safeguarding policy of the school and gained consent from both the teacher and pupils when observing so they were aware of my observation. 

Observation
My observation was of a digital competency lesson, this was interesting as the new digital framework that has come from Donaldson’s report (2013) is now a key area in the curriculum and digital competency is expected to be implement throughout the curriculum, for this to happen the children need to be confident in using technology and different devices from a young age. “Central to a successful education system is ensuring that the next generation are not only knowledgeable in an increasingly digital world but stay safe online and acquire advanced digital skills to support their future employability.” (Estyn.gov.wales, 2018) The digital competence framework (2016) itself-states that to be digitally competent you need to be able to use technology confidently and creatively. So, to accommodate this, it is suggested that as educators we need to move with the times and provide the children with the knowledge and understanding of technology.

During my observation it could be suggested that the teacher was inspired by Bruner’s concept of spiral Curriculum as the teacher was giving the children a base knowledge on internet safety that could then be used and developed throughout their education. Bruner’s spiral curriculum theory suggests that if we introduce certain ideas and styles at an early age then it can create a more educated adult. He also suggests that if we think that what we are teaching the children now, will be of no use to them in their later life then it should not be taught now. It is simply ‘cluttering the curriculum’.  (Bruner, 1960)

The teacher took a more constructivist approach to this lesson. Constructivism refers to the idea that learners construct knowledge for themselves, they work individually or socially to construct meaning, the teacher asked lots of challenging questions which allowed the children to deepen their thinking and construct their own ideas on what they believe the answers to be. (Beta.edtechpolicy.org, 1991) Questioning was at the heart of the lesson. 

At the beginning of the session he asked them to recall what they had done in their last digital competency session, this is a memory technique that has been proved by many theorists that repetition is needed for retention which in this case it was definitely proven true as the children needed the repetition as nearly all of them had forgotten what they had previously learnt. The teacher first started by asking leading questions to prompt the childrens memory of what they had previously learnt. 

The teacher then spoke to the children about what they should and shouldn’t share on the internet and then showed them a video on the computer which reinforced everything he had just asked and spoken to the children about. The video was about a little chick who had been using the internet unsafely. Every time the chick did something unsafe online, the teacher paused the video and the asked the children: ‘do you think this is safe?’ reinforcing the key concept of the lesson. I thought this was a very effective way of showing the children the dangers of the internet as it was age appropriate and very engaging for the children, they all seemed to understand, and all looked completely engaged in the video. To then test this learning, he had the children to sit on tables and fill out a work sheet. The work sheet included all the questions that he had asked before and during the video. I thought this was an effective AFL technique as he tried to give them as little guidance with the work sheet to see how much they had actually learnt and engaged with the lesson. 

Overall, I thought this was a successful lesson but what I found most interesting was the use of questioning strategies throughout the lesson. Asking the same questions over and over again was effective because the children were young, and they couldn’t retain the information for long so by using repetition it was reinforcing the information. The teacher used a mixture of different question strategies, he used open and closed questions, volunteer and nominees and big questions. I felt that by using these different questioning strategies it brought in an element of differentiation as all children were able to answer at least one type of question. 

Whilst observing this lesson, I used a mixture of written record and sampling as I thought this would be the most effective observation strategies to use for this particular lesson as I wanted to record every time a different question strategy was used and every time I heard effective questioning. I have added some of the most effective questions I observed within the lesson.

“Teacher: What do we use the internet for?
Child 1: Games.
Child 2: Facebook.
Child 3: Buying things.
Teacher: How do we make sure we stay safe on the internet?”

I thought this was a good example of a ‘Big Question’ as it encouraged and challenged the children’s deeper thinking. Before asking the children to feedback, he asked them to discuss with a partner which was following the thinking theory of ‘think, pair, share’ as he then asked the children to share what they had discussed with the class. 

“Child 4: We wouldn’t talk to strangers.
Teacher: Excellent, why shouldn’t we speak to strangers on the internet?”

Here the teacher gave the children time to think about this question as it was an open question. Up until this point the teacher had used volunteer answers but for this next section he used nominees, he chose children that had not yet answered a question.

“Child 6: Because they might be nasty.

Child 7: Because my mammy told me not to.

Child 8: Because you don’t know them.

Teacher: Excellent answers. So what information do you think is unsafe to share on the internet?”

As the children struggled slightly to come up with some of their own ideas to this question, the teacher used leading questions and closed questions and also opted for a full class response, such as:

“Teacher: Is it safe to put your full name online?
Children: No
Teacher: Is it safe to put your birthday online?
Children: No
Teacher: Is it safe to put your address online?
Children: No
Teacher: What about putting a picture of yourself online, is that safe?
Children: No”

Although the full class response was no, to make sure that everyone in the class participated he then asked particular children, who again hadn’t answered any questions the same questions as above. This was to ensure the children knew the answers and also to make sure they were still engaging with the lesson. 

“Teacher: (To Child 9) Should we put our birthday on the internet?
Child 9: Yes”

Child 1 was unsure and obviously hadn’t engaged or didn’t fully understand so the teacher went into more detail.

“Teacher: Do you think it’s safe for us to share our private information on the internet for all the strangers to be able to read?
Child 9: No
Teacher: No, that’s right. Why not?”

The child struggled to answer the question, so the teacher told the children to discuss their answers with a partner. With the help of the peer discussion, child 9 was able to conclude that it isn’t safe to put their date of birth on the internet. I thought this was a good use of Vygotsky’s concept of ‘Zone of Proximal Development’ and the related concept of ‘scaffolding’ as the teacher did not just tell the child they were incorrect and then move on. I thought this was a successful demonstration of the scaffolding technique as teachers need to put temporary supporting structures in place to assist learners in developing new abilities and understanding new concepts, and then when you can see the children understanding with the use of the scaffolding we can then begin to take the scaffolding away and test the child’s knowledge and understanding without the support. (Hammond, Gibbons, 2005) This is what the teacher did, with the child’s peers being the scaffolding in this example. It was also a good example of using Vygotsky’s ZPD as the child was able to use the knowledge the teacher had given them, and then socially discuss, gaining the knowledge from their peers and then from this they were able to construct their own idea. The theory suggests that what a child can do in collaboration today they will be able to do independently tomorrow. Emphasising the importance of peer support and social interaction. (Doolittle, 1997)

Learning Theory
Questioning as a teaching strategy many would say is vital, it is a way of checking the children’s learning and understanding, of challenging the children, developing their language and oracy skills and it is a helpful tool to give them for their everyday life. “Asking questions is essential to learning how to learn and becoming a lifelong learner.” (Henderson and Lawrence, 2011)

There are many different styles of questioning and teachers deliver their questions in lots of different ways for different reasons. These reasons may include ensuring the child’s learning, or simply encouraging participation in the learning. Many believe that there are certain styles of questions that are better suited to particular styles of learning. Although some teachers may use the same questioning style over and over again no matter what the learning. Many people have different opinions on questioning as a teaching strategy, some believe it has a great educational value as we can assess children’s learning by questioning them. And some may say it can help a child’s wellbeing. This I particularly find interesting as with the New curriculum now underway and under the recommendations of Donaldson, wellbeing is now a very important part of a child’s education and some suggest that questioning has a part to play here. They may suggest that by questioning the children and listening to what they have to say we are building that child’s trust and confidence as they know that we as teachers will always listen to what they have to say therefore they may share their thoughts more openly with us, it is a way of nurturing a child and their thoughts, whilst giving them the confidence to speak their mind and share their ideas. (Fusco, 2012)

Researchers have found that there is no real evidence to suggest that higher level cognitive questions have higher impacts in the child’s response, suggesting that the more basic questions such as closed questions are just as important. They have also found that teachers who use a combination of higher and lower cognitive questions are gaining better results compared to those who just use one or the other. But interestingly, (Gall, 1970; Hare & Pulliam, 1980) confirmed that the percentage of lower level cognitive questions is significantly higher than higher cognitive questions, in their study they found that 60% of the questions asked in the classroom are lower cognitive questions that required more simple recall. This could suggest that teachers are not getting the higher-level responses as the children are not familiar enough with the higher-level cognitive questions and therefore find them challenging. It may also suggest that teachers may need to be more familiar with using the higher cognitive questions to encourage the higher cognitive response and deepen the children’s thinking. (Corley, W. Rausche, 2013) Many would say increasing the higher cognitive questions would show better results overall. Although in contrast to this many say that simply asking higher cognitive questions does not necessarily lead to students giving higher cognitive answers. (Cotton, 1988)

Although re-searches are sometimes contradictory as there Is also a theory found by Redfield & Rousseau, (1981) that suggests that there is a positive relationship between the predominant use of higher-level questions and students’ achievements on tests. This is completely contrasting to the argument posed in Cottons research that suggests that there is no relationship between these two things. Many would say that these re-searches are unreliable as it could be said that rather than the level of questioning used it depends on the students that the questions are imposed to. If you test a variety of classes but most have high achieving learners, then it is very likely that you are going to get high level responses. Opposite to that if you test a variety of class most of which included, average- under achieving students then it is likely that the level of questioning will not encourage high level answers. Also these re-search results could change frequently as children change day by day. (Corley, W. Rausche, 2013)

Something I felt the teacher conducted well within their questioning was choosing the adequate time to leave after imposing a question to the children. I thought this was effective as it is proven that the wait- time is essential to student thinking. In her research Rowe (1974,1986,1996) found that the average wait-time the teacher left after asking the child a question and expecting an answer from the child was one second or less. (Henderson and Lawrence, 2011) This gives the child very little time to think, and it is suggested by Dean and Marzano (2013) that giving children time to think before they respond increases the depth of children’s answers. It is also suggested by Rowe (1986) that during an experiment, when teachers were trained to increase their wait-time to three to five seconds, the results found that the children’s responses improved significantly, more children participated in responding and their responses were detailed with explanations for their answers. (Henderson and Lawrence, 2011) Although in contrast to this the teacher I was observing didn’t always leave large gaps of time when waiting for an answer as some questions he imposed were closed questions and only required a yes/no answer so for these he left very little thinking time. But for the big questions and ‘why’ questions he left a much larger gap for the children to think, this was also representative of the age of the children. 

To conclude, I thought the questioning strategies I observed throughout the lesson were a good example of the impact questioning can have on a child’s understanding and they also highlighted how effective questioning is when used correctly. In my particular observation without the use of questioning the lesson would have fallen apart, it would have lacked meaning and depth and would have had very little benefit as the majority of the learning came from the questions asked by the teacher and the responses the children were able to give individually or as a class or just by listening to each other. The learning that occurred throughout the lesson through the questioning was in line with Blooms Taxonomy and other taxonomy’s that were built from the origin frame work such as Gallagher and Aschner (1963) There were questions that belonged at the bottom of the pyramid that engaged the lower cognitive thoughts but the teacher also used questioning strategies which fitted with the elements at the top of the pyramid such as ‘analyse and evaluate’ that engaged the higher cognitive development. From the Gallagher and Aschner model he used all four types of questions, these being memory questions, convergent thinking questions, divergent thinking questions and evaluating thinking questions. He went through all four processes to achieve the learning he desired from the children. (Mccomas, Rossier, n.d.)

Overall, I now understand the importance of questioning and will use it to its full potential in my own professional practise. I will ask questions that engage all types of learning and learners, I will be aware of the questions I ask, always asking myself how these questions are benefitting the child’s learning. I will also be aware of the wait-time I leave in between questions and overall, I will never stop asking questions as many would say that to be inquisitive is to be intelligent and this is something I believe and want to teach children, so they are never afraid to ask questions themselves. As well as this I will also take on board my findings on what makes an ‘ideal learning environment’ as it may be said that it is not just the strategies you use to teach but also the environment you create to teach in, that makes an overall effective learning experience for the children in your classroom.  
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