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“Good teaching and learning means employing a blend of approaches including those that promote problem solving, creative and critical thinking” (Donaldson, 2015).
Amidst the current educational changes in Wales, there is a need for thinkers. As Donaldson outlines, independent learning is a great way of developing these skills. There are beliefs in agreement with this from some historic educational philosophers that learning should be free and independent, in particular, John Dewey. He believes teachers should set children free to explore their own learning, they are taken out of their natural physical environments and forced to learn in a school in a way they may not like (Dewey, 1902). The Welsh government are currently in the process of enforcing a new curriculum for primary schools across Wales, this new movement is very aware of the different learning methods and encourages the use of independent learning. This observation will place an emphasis on the independent aspect of learning. I was placed in a substantial primary school in Wales with a large number of pupils, this figure amounting to around 800 pupils. For the purpose of the observation and to stay within the ethical guidelines of Bera (2018), the school will remain confidential during this essay and any children mentioned will be referred to as child ‘A’, ‘B’, ‘C’ etc. Following the conclusion of my observation, this essay will look at the theory behind the aspect of independent learning, this will include the constructivist and social constructivist approaches from such philosophers as Lev Vygotsky and John Dewey. Finally, I will then construct my own classroom to the ideal setting of my choice with no limitations to budgets or space within the classroom environment. This may be slightly influenced by the prior observation, however, I will add supporting evidence from studies and research to strengthen why I have designed the classroom in that particular way. 

During my time in school I was able to experience two different classrooms, these were year six and year one. Year one children are at the beginning of the foundation phase and year six are at the end of key stage two. The ability to experience these two contrasting classrooms was essential to me, it highlighted the major differences between them, however, it was also interesting to see the similarities. The school that I was attending at this time was a pioneering school that had the opportunity to trial the new curriculum for Wales that was heavily influenced by Graham Donaldson (2015). The situation that stood out personally to me was the similarities between foundation phase and key stage two. Within the Successful Futures document, Donaldson (2015) outlines that he would encourage schools to use the foundation phase methods throughout primary school. Currently, it is unknown whether the new curriculum will incorporate a key stage two phase or whether the foundation phase will cover the key stage two classes also. In relation to this, the year six classroom was very similar to the class of year one, this had areas within the classroom for different learning and plenty of opportunity for independent learning. ‘Teacher A’ was the year six teacher, when she would start a new lesson she would assign children into different groups and rotate them into different areas of the classroom throughout the day or topic. Group sizes were five children per group and there were five groups in total. In the situation I was observing, the groups were split into ‘digi den’, ‘VIP area’, ‘independent group’ and ‘focus group’. The digi den was an area where children would go to use a range of technology including laptops, computers and ipads. This group were free to explore the apps and online games linking to the current session, which linked to their spelling session. The four children were all competing against each other at spelling and placing correct words in the given sentences. During this observation, I asked some of the children in the digi group what they were doing, the response from one child was that they were challenging themselves to beat their own score. The other children within the group answered that they were aiming to beat each other in scoring, this strongly promotes the idea of social constructivist approach. The children were showing high levels of engagement and there was never an intervention from any member of staff to check they were on topic or how they were getting on, the whole lesson was purely self governed. This hints at the idea of scaffolding by Woods et al (1978), the teacher has sent them off with an educational game to play to develop their own learning and understanding. Dewey (1902) is an advocate for this type of learning, to him, an important event is that the teacher has allowed the children to explore by themselves without any intervention at all. Minimal teacher influence and maximum independence is something essential to this type of learning to Dewey. In addition to the independent learning that I observed, it was clear to see the different levels of engagements between the focus groups and the independent groups. Within the independent groups, all children were engaged and there was not one time that I witnessed any child becoming distracted or going off topic, this develops John Dewey’s philosophy of learning, while he thinks children should be free to explore, he also suggests that learner engagement increases. Morrison, Ritchhart and Church (2013) support this and say pupil’s engagement significantly increases with the free rein to learn independently, furthermore, they say that learners will be able to stay focused for a longer period of time. This supports the findings from my observation and shows what a positive impact the new curriculum could have in the key stage two classroom. 

I recorded my data by typing events as they happened, however, the nature of my observation meant that there was not a lot of dialog needed to recall. Therefore, any dialog included was recorded at the time or straight after any questions I have asked. 

My reasons for choosing my event was because I think it is central to the introduction of the new curriculum that is coming to Wales. The movement of bringing foundation phase methods into key stage two is something that interests me. I firmly believe that it will have a positive effect by giving children control over their own learning. The independent learning aspect is the most appealing to me. As this observation shows, children can engage far more with lessons if they are in charge of what they do. If a teacher is standing at the front of the classroom lecture style, there is a tendency for children to rebel against the teacher or just become bored (Sweitzer, 2014). As a result of independent learning, teachers can take smaller groups into focus tasks and leave the rest of the groups to undertake their own learning independently. This way of teaching can give the learner a sense of freedom while instead, they are actually studying the material the teacher wants them to. It becomes an effective way of controlling what students are doing but by still giving them the ‘free choice’.   

A small issue during my observation is something called the Hawthorne effect, this is when individuals will act differently because they know they are being observed. In my case, the teacher may have used methods they do not usually use, or the children may be behaving differently because of my presence. MKA (2012) develops this and says that no matter what the circumstance, any change in the classroom will have a ‘Hawthorne effect’ and so observation results must be carefully analysed. However, my observation showed to me that the children completely understood what was happening and were embedded into a routine rather than it appearing to be like like a new method to them. Therefore, as a result, I do not believe my observation is swayed in any way and what I saw in the classroom, is a concept that happens as a daily occurrence.   

Learning Theories – Part 2

Following the observation, it is clear to see the educational theories that link with the methods I have observed in practice. For example, the method of giving children groups to split into and work independently relates to the constructivist approach. From a constructivist perspective, learners in the classroom must construct their own knowledge in their own heads. This means that they believe educators (teachers) do not have the ability to transfer knowledge from themselves to the learners without the aspect of independent learning. Instead, there is a process that children go through in order to learn and understand new information which includes problem solving and pre-existing knowledge. Learning according to constructivists is a continuous process that includes learning from personal experiences and from the environment around them. In terms of constructivism there are many well-known philosophers who have studied and support the beliefs, these include; John Dewey, Lev Vygotsky and Jean Piaget. 
The term ‘schema’ is an important one when considering Piaget, he says that they are the building blocks to children’s understanding (Piaget, 1936). For example, a young child who has a bald dad will associate any bald men with their dad. It is through experiences of other bald men that they develop the pre-existing schema to understand that not all bald men are their dad. This means that they are making sense of new information and problem solving with pre-existing information, a key concept of the constructivist approach. In terms of independent learning in the classroom, this would relate to learning information when in a focus group and applying it on their own when they are in the independent groups. Children are independently learning in groups and developing their understanding and knowledge of pre-existing beliefs they have learned from the teachers, therefore, this can be seen as a form of schemas that Piaget introduced.   

Part of my observation displayed an example of a social constructivist, this is when the children were challenged to beat each other in the educational games. They are independently working but also have their social circle around them. As a result, children will often see the ‘best player’ as a status they want to achieve and strive to get there by winning the game, thus, developing understanding and learning to win the game. Almquist, Modin and Ostberg (2010) show that children’s social status within school can have an important role in terms of engagement and, fundamentally, learning.  However, there is an aspect of social constructivist that some do not agree with, for example Bandura (1977). Bandura (1977) shows that through his research the effects of learning behaviours by observation and imitation, he says that often angry and bad behaviour is a result of things the children have seen and copy. In relation to acquiring knowledge rather than learning behaviours, the work of Bandura (1977) can be applied to see how children are not actually learning as a result of social status. Abbott (1971) develops this to say that children will not be developing their knowledge but only their desire to be someone of high social status within the classroom. 


Areas of learning directly falls within the triangle of provision set out by the foundation phase documentation. The triangle places continuous learning at the base, enhanced learning in the middle, and focused learning at the top. My observation saw the teacher use this model of learning efficiently, according to Montessori (2013), during the learning experience there must be a minimal influence of the teacher and the independence of the child will allow learning to be continuous. This places an importance on independent learning and would come in agreement with the constructivist philosophers surrounding the topic such as John Dewey and Vygotsky. Wantanabe-Crockett (2018) argues that educators need to be embracing the idea of student-based independent learning, according to him, classrooms will transform and learning will become more authentic. Furthermore, he explains that while independent learning is essential to him, there must be a smaller input of teacher led tasks, this supports the triangle of provision by Welsh government and seems to replicate the idea in some sort of way. However, Allison and Beere (2014) argues that schools are only as good as the teachers within it, therefore, he would flip the triangle upside down and have predominantly teacher led learning. This is not an approach from a constructivist perspective, however, if we compare the two arguments together, the triangle of provision accepts the use of teacher led learning. While it does highlight the importance of student led, it also outlines the role of a teacher in the focused tasks.  

Woods et al (1976) developed the aspect of scaffolding, this is directly linked with the constructivist approach because it sees the learning process that children go through as making sense of new information. It also links very closely to independent learning because the learning process is centred around the child, any help is merely an aid to keep them on the right lines just the same as scaffolding keeps a house upright during building. Woods et al (1976) explains that scaffolding allows teachers to aid pupils to solve a problem that they would not be able to do alone, however, it is important to understand the teacher is a mediator in this process and learning is still centred around the child. Copple and Bredekamp (2009) support the use of scaffolding and the link with independent learning, they say that it allows educators to tailor materials or hints that allow the children to answer their own questions without the obvious help of a more knowledgeable other. This means that instead of assuming that without the educator just giving the answers to the learners, they will not learn. Instead, it suggests that the intervention of the educator giving hints or ideas to the learners can stimulate the scaffolding process and they can independently find out the answer and thus, scaffolding occurs with new knowledge. Florian (2009) develops this idea by stating that scaffolding allows educators to focus on individual needs and can promote a more inclusive classroom with higher student participation.  

The Zone of proximal development (ZPD) is a concept developed by Lev Vygotsky, he says that it is a tool to see what a child can do without the help of someone else and what they can do alone (Vygotskii et al, 1978). At first glance, this would seem to challenge the success of independent learning because it suggests that children cannot fully learn without the help of a more knowledgeable other, therefore, independent learning does not work. Chaiklin (2003) would support this as he believes ZPD only shows what they cannot do and the theory only supports the role of the teacher and what they should do. However, without the independent learning, the teacher or facilitator does not know in what area the child needs help. Therefore, in this case, the independent learning during the lessons will show to the teacher exactly where help is needed and what to work on during a focus task. For example, ‘MyMaths’ is a website used in schools today for teachers to set work for students to complete which then gives a final mark. The teacher can then go back and look at which particular areas need help and which areas the students are good at. Saifer (2010) further criticises ZPD by stating it does not allow the freedom for imagination, instead it can only measure the right or wrong answers and can never allow the development of questioning or critical thinking. Therefore, while it can be an indicator of what a child can learn independently, it cannot allow the higher level thinking that Donaldson (2015) desires in successful futures.  

Independent learning promotes and links with discovery learning, this is supported by Jerome Bruner. Discovery learning is encouraged because children are interacting with the world around them by trying new problems, exploring concepts, or asking questions to each other and themselves. It is believed that the ability to recall or remember any knowledge learnt through discovery learning is enhanced because of the levels of cognitive engagement learners have (Bruner, 1961). This is closely linked to the key concepts of Piaget’s philosophy of learning, he supports Bruner and says that without the aid of discovery children will never make sense of the world around them (Piaget, 1952). However, criticism of this theory would suggest that by leaving children to discover learning independently can lead to misconceptions. Fee and Belland (2012) criticise such theories and say children could learn something wrongly by exploring themselves and therefore the process of unlearning and then re learning correctly is a waste of time. Sugata Mitra conducted a study to support the independent and discovery learning. He placed a computer with no instructions in a remote place of India with internet and then left it, the results were outstanding. Children who had never seen a computer before had, over time, taught themselves basic computer skills and some had even learnt some parts of a new language. Additionally, educators of these individuals said that engagement, attendance and attainment levels of the children using this computer had increased dramatically. Thus, showing what a positive impact independent and discovery learning can have on children in school (Mitra, 2006). Nevertheless, Dewey (1902) supports the both arguments and so educators should find the middle ground and act as mediators of learning instead. This is supported by Costantino (2008) where he says mediating learning eradicates the issue of children having any misconceptions while also gaining the benefits from the freedom of discovery-based learning. Donaldson (2015) seems to incorporate this idea within his successful futures document because he is encouraging the role of the teacher as a mediator.    

Part 3 - My ideal classroom

There are many things to consider when arranging a classroom to your ideal preference, however, many factors in the real world can hinder the teacher’s ability to do this. One main issue is the cost, local authorities across the country are very limited in what funds they can offer schools (Martin 2017). If we take this issue out of consideration classrooms may look completely different.  My ideal classroom aims to incorporate the four purposes of the curriculum outlined by Donaldson (2015), it should help my learners be healthy and confident while also allowing them to be ambitious and capable to learn throughout their lives.  

One addition to the classroom is a pet dog, there is various research to support the addition of dogs in the classroom, for example, Hergovic et al (2002) found results to show that dogs are an important factor in the social and cognitive development of children. A dog in the classroom can bring with it many benefits, these include communication skills, health and well-being, and understanding of the world around them. A dog can easily live within the classroom and the children have the responsibility of looking after it around their learning, this can be done as part of their well-being. For example, going out to walk a dog promotes physical activity and gives the children that break from the classroom they may need. Whilst out walking, children will naturally play fetch and not only walk but run alongside the dog. Whilst considerations will be given to those children who are afraid of dogs, it can be beneficial to the child to learn that dogs do not have to be feared and can learn to love them. This develops the understanding of the world around them, it helps them to love and respect animals which can filter out to all species of animals around the world. As already seen within this essay, the Donaldson report that primary education is moving away from subjects and more into areas of learning (Donaldson, 2015). In this respect, a dog can be used in various topics, it can also be a whole topic within itself where children can learn all about their diet, exercise and different species that will coincide with the areas of learning.
There is a belief that dogs can have a negative effect within a classroom setting, this is outlined by Gee, Fine and McCardle (2017) where they state that they can become a form of distraction to the children. However, O’Haire (2013) argues this and suggests that a dog can enhance children’s learning because having an emotional bond and meaning with the dog allows them to personally connect with learning and school. Furthermore, Julius (2013) supports the use of dogs in the classroom because children will tend to want to read to the dog more often than to their teachers. This is directly allowing them to develop their language and reading skills but also stimulating their wellbeing.  
The role that responsibility brings in terms of looking after the dog is essential, Langer and Rodin (1976) showed how giving old people the responsibility of looking after a plant increased their happiness and general well-being while also giving them choice over their lives. This can be replicated in terms of children with a dog, it can place them in the centre of their own learning and give them more choice in what they do. 

A concept that I am including within my classroom is a challenge corner. This is an area designated for pupils to go to of their own accord and challenge their own learning, it will consist of challenges aimed at different areas of learning. Some challenges will be changed weekly and others will be changed daily, they will all however, be centred around the classroom topic at the time. For example, if the topic area is countries of the world, to challenge their numeracy, there can be questions surrounding currency conversions, distance from one country to another, and time zone differences. The aim is for the children to complete tasks with no help from the teacher at all, the role of the teacher in this respect is to mark questions that have a right or wrong answer. There will be challenges that allow the children to use their imagination within the topic and therefore, the teacher has no need to intervene as there is no right or wrong way to be imaginative. Murdoch and Wilson (2012) say that all children already have the ability to learn independently by themselves, giving them this option allows them to build on their natural curiosity and automatically becomes more engaging. In addition to this, a challenge corner fits in with the triangle of provision outlined by the Welsh Assembly Government. This aims to centre learning around the child by having continuous learning at their fingertips whenever they want, the focus tasks will be set in the class lessons and will all relate to each other because there will always be a central topic covering everything. 

A further addition to the classroom environment are the displays. My classroom should have as much of the children’s work on display as possible, this is done to give them a sense of achievement and showcase to others what they have done. Mortimore (1988) promotes the idea of classroom displays, he says that it can considerably enhance a classroom atmosphere and provide a more stimulating classroom environment that the children will personally relate to and therefore, want to be in. Alongside the work being displayed, the classroom should have colourful walls filled with buzz words and visual aids that the children will need throughout school. This includes such things as welsh sentences or questions they use on a daily basis, English grammar, mathematic rules etc. The idea of doing this is for the benefit of the children, they often look around the room when they don’t quite know how to answer a question or get stuck, if there are helpful aids scattered around the room, they are more likely to be able to answer. Furthermore, the colourful room and pretty displays can give the child a positive effect in their wellbeing. Stronge (2018) would agree with this and develop Mortimore (1988) by saying it not only promotes a healthy classroom ethos, it allows a child to connect with their class and be comfortable. It promotes a relaxing place for the children to go where they have no fears or worry, thus promoting their wellbeing.

Technology is going to be an essential part of my classroom, with technology having such an enormous impact on the way the world currently works, in order for us to educate children real life skills, technology is going to be vital. The current curriculum has a Digital competence framework that schools should be following to allow children to be 21st century ready, in addition to this, one of the purposes of the curriculum is for children to play a full part in life and work (Learning Wales, 2016). To be able to play a full part in life, being competent in technology is one of the main components, Cartelli (2012) believes that without any digital competence skills, individuals will not be able to find work and struggle to get by day to day. This is now being included in all parts of the world, including school, therefore, my classroom will have ipads or laptops for each pupil to have their own. One famous experiment called ‘The Hole in the Wall’, shows how children from countries without computers were able to teach themselves how to surf the web and develop other areas of their learning in school, all because of a random computer with no instructions (Mitra, 2006). While they will not be allowed to take devices home, they will be the only child that uses that device during the year and all their work will be saved onto it as well as online. By giving children their own devices, it gives them a sense of ownership, they can customise their settings to suit themselves and get used to how the machine works and how they prefer to use it. For example, if a child likes the mouse to be on the left-hand side or they like their buttons to be larger than someone elses, they can customise those settings to save permanently. Grant and Basye (2014) support this by saying how there is no excuse not to be able to personalise technology given to children in schools, if teachers can tailor lessons to suit the needs of the learner, they should be able to tailor the technology. This distinguishes any wasted time it takes for a child to set up devices to how they like and more time for their learning. 



Conclusion

To conclude, the event that I have observed shows the effectiveness that independent learning can have in the classroom. In particular, it demonstrates the positive impact it can have on the levels of engagement and the development of skills such as problem solving and critical thinking.  These are  crucial skills when considering the successful futures by Donaldson (2015). Furthermore, the links between philosophers such as Bruner, Piaget, Vygotsky and Dewey and their theories of learning further develops the positive impact such practice has within the classroom. As shown through Scaffolding by Woods et al (1976) and the zone of proximal development by Vygotsky (year), the middle ground of having a mediator to help aid the children through learning is an aspect again supported by Donaldson (2015). Finally, when considering my own ideal classroom environment, the three main aspects were technology, challenge corner and the influence of a dog within the classroom. These all combine to create a classroom that provides an effective place to learn that stimulates learning and promotes the well-being of children to be able to take part in the 21st century real world.  
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