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‘Describe a learning event which has happened during your classroom observation.  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, and produce a digital poster to illustrate how you would use all of this information to develop the elements of an effective learning environment.’















Introduction

How do children learn? How should teachers teach? There is not a one size fits all. ‘Learning’ is said to be a natural process that can go undetected, so observing is a paramount tool in understanding learning (Pritchard, 2009). Children can be amazing upon reflection, a task that may not have been previously learned, to shortly later having accomplished the desired outcome and achieving such a great progression in a small period of time. This can occur through planned or unplanned learning, but as children develop they typically follow what is considered a ‘normal’ pattern of learning to become more skilled and knowledgeable individuals, enabling for them in later life to be valuable citizens who can function and contribute to society effectively whilst leading fulfilling lives (Pritchard, 2009). Learning in school does not just happen by chance. In order for this to happen, those responsible (teachers), must show professionalism to the process by which children best learn by tailoring to their individual needs through an enhanced established system, specifically selecting the most essential and effective theories and strategies in which learning is progressed the most by implementing it through planning (Pritchard, 2009). The education and teaching in Wales is currently at a very exciting point with a new curriculum suggested by Donaldson, (2015) displayed in (figure 1). The new curriculum is due to be implemented in the very near future, therefore, our duty as professionals is to deliver these new purposes effectively and to strive to be the best so that we can set up our next generation for success. This essay will aim to draw on the current literature, concentrating on theories and strategies to best explain how the learning event I witnessed occurred so that I can positively impact my future practice. 
My observation took place in a large primary school in South Wales. The primary school currently has 620 pupils on roll aged between three and eleven and scored green (good) according to their last Estyn inspection. The school is also currently working with the Welsh Government as a ‘pioneer school’ to help develop and pilot the new curriculum for Wales. Prior to my observation all ethical considerations were accounted for and authorisation was given for me to observe after I gave written consent conforming to the school’s policies. My observation specifically took place in a year one classroom, all teacher and pupils names will remain anonymous throughout this essay for confidentiality reasons.   
[image: ]
Figure 1. Displaying the four key purposes of the new curriculum suggested by Graham Donaldson 2015.
Method of Observation 

Observation involves a process of carefully watching children, listening to what they have to say and making a note of the findings (Grigg, 2010). There are a variety of observational techniques available to be able to record data. With my observation taking place in foundation phase, according to Palaiologou (2010) there are two distinct ways to observe from, either participant or non-participant observation. To capture my observation, a participant method was selected with a preferred narrative technique chosen to record the data. This is probably the most common form of observing as it allows for accurate brief notes to be taken during or after the learning event so that the observer can be directly involved in the activity and does not have to withdraw from the observation (Palaiologou, 2010). There are multiple advantages to this method, it can be done in everyday routine as the event happens, it is unstructured, therefore, requires no planning and provides the opportunity to capture unexpected behaviour which was a contributing factor to me choosing this technique (Palaiologou, 2010). If the opportunity did arise where unexpected behaviour occurred, it would allow me to record more easily without interrupting or disturbing the natural flow of the activity which the children were participating in, as I felt with myself being present in the classroom as an unfamiliar face, there was already a natural distraction for the children. Palaiologou (2010) suggests possible limitations to this observation technique, for example, the data recorded may be unorganised and difficult to manage and you may rely on memory if you cannot capture everything at the time of the event, however, personally I feel the benefits of recording the event in a natural environment, outweighs these disadvantages. 

Observation

The observation selected was witnessed first-hand and presented itself from a positive indoor learning environment, therefore, led to my decision to focus my attention upon it. The learning event occurred in the morning during the first lesson of the day. The children in the classroom were arranged into their groups (colours in Welsh) on the carpet, with their own spot to sit on. The teacher was delivering a lesson in Maths which focused on number sequences. A website known as ‘www.topmarks.co.uk’ (figure 2) was used as a resource tool on the interactive whiteboard, which was played as a game. The activity required the children to choose from a selection of numbers and decide what number would be used to come next in the ordering and numbering sequence so that the missing blanks on the hungry caterpillar could be filled in correctly. The activity I felt presented itself as a fun engaging lesson for the children to be involved in, providing the children with that opportunity of feeling to want to learn. However, the classroom was a very busy environment where children’s concentration was easily diverted. The teacher then began to look for a pupil to come up and help answer questions on the Maths game using the interactive whiteboard. The teacher chose someone with the exact, correct behaviour they were looking for: sitting up straight, legs crossed, arms crossed, finger in lips, hand up, not talking and waiting patiently. For the good behaviour displayed, the pupil received the reward to come up to the front and use the interactive whiteboard to play the Maths game. Additionally, as part of the school behaviour policy, each class for each child has their own ‘Golden Responsibility Workbook’ (a book used for tracking behaviour). Furthermore, this individual class had their own unique way of rewarding: a classroom chart for individual behaviour where a gold star can be used for good behaviour and a jewel pot for each group where the children can add a jewel for good behaviour but the whole group receives the reward. The teacher stated that the group with the most jewels in their pot at the end of the week for good behaviour, would receive a treat of their choice, for example, free play. Consequently, the child exhibiting excellence in behaviour received multiple rewards after displaying the desired behaviour requested from the teacher. A gold star to put on the individual chart which was also recorded as good behaviour in the golden responsibility workbook and a jewel to put in the groups pot. The outcome led to the pupil with a big smile and feelings of joy.    
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Figure 2. Displaying the website www.topmarks.co.uk using the hungry caterpillar as an interactive ordering and sequencing numbers game.

I decided to select this learning event as my observation as it presented itself as a perfect example of operant conditioning (OC) in action. OC involves applying reinforcement or punishment after a behaviour, and focuses on strengthening or weakening voluntary behaviours (Pritchard, 2009). In the classroom environment, OC applies mainly toward issues of behaviour management of the pupil. A major influence on our human behaviour is learning from our environment (McLeod, 2007). Skinner’s (1948) study on rats showed this, as when the rats pressed the lever a reward was given, therefore, the desired behaviour had been reinforced and strengthened leading to the rat producing this behaviour time and time again. The pupil that I observed in the classroom that received the reward for good behaviour, is leading by example that this theory that exists, demonstrating to the other pupils in the same environment that if you behave in the way that the teacher has required you to, then you can also earn the reward. This can only highlight that a behaviourist approach has value and an importance as an effective tool to be used by teachers.  

Additionally, the observation of OC was also selected for personal reasons that are relatable to myself. Academically I was never the best performing in relation to the class, and combined with a low self-confidence the use of reinforcement I found to increase my engagement levels and to be highly rewarding and motivating. I would seek the approval of the teacher or a form of reward for good behaviour, for example, by working to my best ability. Skinner supports this notion that educators should focus on reinforcement and on success rather than punishing failure and that in most cases people who are less self-motivated, self-confident or have high anxiety benefit the most from a behaviourist approach (Pritchard 2009). 

Underpinning Theories of Teaching Practice

As research is always ongoing, the process of learning is continuing to develop more and more from research. Ivan Pavlov, Jean Piaget and Lev Vygotsky to name a few are all pioneering practitioners of their era on how children best learn, all of who have their own theories and perspective of how this occurs. Based on my observation, the underpinnings of a behaviourist approach is the best theory to explain my learning event. The basic premise of behaviourism is that it is possible to condition behaviour by offering rewards and punishments as human’s act to avoid punishment and to gain reward (Pound, 2006; Grigg, 2010). Behaviourism assumes a learner is passive when responding to environmental stimuli, discounting any mental activity. A belief that we start as a tabula rasa (a blank slate) so that behaviour can be shaped through positive and negative reinforcement and that learning has only truly occurred when there is a change in behaviour. (Pritchard, 2009).

Classical Conditioning

Behaviourism initially dates back to the early 19th and 20th century where it was first suggested. Ivan Pavlov (1849-1936) a Russian physiologist developed a famous experiment known as ‘Classical Conditioning’ (CC) through a study on dogs (Pavlov, 1927). CC focuses on involuntary behaviour and is a process that involves creating an association between a naturally existing stimulus and a previous neutral one (Pritchard, 2009). Pavlov (1927) discovered he could condition a dog to salivate at the sound of a bell. Pavlov noticed that when the dog was presented with its food (unconditioned stimulus), the dog would begin to salivate (unconditioned response). Pavlov then began to introduce a bell (neutral stimulus) to represent as food for the dog. It led to know salivation from the dog (no conditioned response). However, when Pavlov paired the bell and food together and presented it to the dog, overtime he found that the dog would eventually begin to salivate (unconditioned response). The sound of the bell (conditioned stimulus) had become an indication for food for the dog, who would then begin to salivate at the sound of it (conditioned response) (Pavlov, 1927). Pavlov had therefore achieved a demonstration of modification in behaviour through CC by building a relationship between a stimulus and a response (Pavlov, 1927). 

Operant Conditioning
Advancing on Pavlov’s work was Skinner (1904-1990) who is best known for his work on ‘Operant Conditioning’ (OC). OC involves applying reinforcement or punishment after a behaviour, and focuses on strengthening or weakening voluntary behaviours (Pritchard, 2009). The work of Skinner was rooted from CC, but it was far too simplistic to give a complete explanation of human behaviour (McLeod, 2007). Skinner proposed the best way to understand behaviour was to utilise either reinforcement or punishment to increase or decrease the likelihood of a behaviour (McLeod, 2007). This is a far more widely accepted and applicable approach, as it focuses on changing voluntary behaviour by use of reinforcement once the desired outcome is achieved. OC can therefore be viewed as the most important type of behaviourist learning due to its flexibility and more natural feel when implicating it into a classroom environment. OC is relatable to my learning event that I observed as a child received rewards after the desired behaviour required from the teacher was achieved. 
Skinner, (1938) identified three classifications of operants that can follow behaviour: Neutral operants – a response to the environment that neither increases or decreases the behavior being repeated, Reinforcements – can either be positive or negative that can increase the likelihood of a behaviour being repeated and Punishments - decreases the likelihood of a behaviour being repeated. Skinner's theory of OC was also based on the work of Thorndike, (1905) who used a puzzle box to study learning in animals, leading to his theory of 'Law of Effect'. Skinner (1948) adopted this style of experiment, renaming it ‘Skinner Box’ to study his theory of OC. With regards to Thorndike’s ‘Law of Effect’, Skinner added a new term - reinforcement, stating that behaviour which is reinforced tends to be strengthened, and behaviour which is not reinforced tends to be weakened (Skinner, 1948). 
Skinner (1948) would conduct his experiments on animals such as rats in his Skinners box to display his findings of positive and negative reinforcement and punishment (Skinner, 1948). Skinner (1948) demonstrated positive reinforcement (PR) by placing a hungry rat in a box which contained a lever. Occasionally the rat would accidentally knock the lever, to which a food pellet would fall into the box (reward). The rat learned to go straight for the lever again and again as the outcome had been learned to be instant food (PR), the behaviour had therefore been strengthened through individual reward (Skinner, 1948). The elimination of an unpleasant reinforcement can also strengthen behaviour, known as negative reinforcement (NR) (McLeod, 2007). NR strengthens behaviour because it stops or removes an unpleasant experience (McLeod, 2007). Skinner (1948) identified how NR worked by placing a rat in his Skinner’s box and then exposing it to an electric current which caused some discomfort. As the rat moved about the box it would occasionally accidentally knock the lever and in doing so the current would be stopped. The rats soon learned to go straight to the lever after repeatedly being put into the box to ensure an escape from the electric current (Skinner, 1948). Behaviour had therefore been changed through reinforcement, by strengthening the desired action again and again (Skinner, 1948). Finally, the last operant punishment, can be explained as opposite to reinforcement as it weakens a response by decreasing a desired behaviour (McLeod, 2007). Punishment can work in two ways, either removing a potentially rewarding stimulus for the individual or an unpleasant stimulus like an electric shock that the rats experienced in Skinners box (McLeod, 2007). It is not always easy to distinguish between punishment and NR, therefore, when implicating this into a classroom, caution of how it is being used should be considered.
Skinner (1948) used animals as he believed there is little difference between the learning that takes place in humans and animals. In contrast, even though OC can explain numerous behaviours and has practical application to a classroom, it fails to take into account cognitive factors of learning (McLeod, 2007). For example, the process of learning for the individual can be initiated based on external consequences rather than an internal desire to learn, they can be behaviourally active but not cognitively active (McLeod, 2007). As a result, behaviourist learning can be seen as an incomplete theory in explaining the process of how humans and animals learn (McLeod, 2007). Additionally, it can be argued that the use of animal research cannot be generalised to humans due to our genetic make-up being different (McLeod, 2007). 
Strategies for Classroom
Schedule of Reinforcement
Having researched and gained a knowledge of how the learning I observed occurred, I will use this understanding to improve my future practice. It is particularly important to pay attention to the strategies when it comes to applying OC to a classroom environment as it can be easily misused. A simple way to shape behaviour is to provide feedback on learner performance, e.g. praise. A strategy that can be implemented when to do this is known as ‘Schedule of Reinforcement’ (SOR) and is a key consideration when putting reinforcement into practice (McLeod, 2007). A question of how often? And when should the reinforcement be applied? Ferster and Skinner (1957) devised different ways of delivering reinforcement, and found that this had effects on ‘response rate’ and ‘extinction rate’. An aspect within SOR is ‘Continuous Reinforcement’ (CR) (reinforcement is shown every time a specific behaviour occurs). However, Skinner found this type of reinforcement to be a slow response rate, and have the quickest rate of extinction (Ferster and Skinner, 1957). Due to CR predictable nature, children become desensitized to this strategy and therefore lose motivation for reward (McLeod, 2007). As an individual striving to become a teacher, an alternative strategy should look to be adopted. ‘Variable Ratio Reinforcement’ (VRR) (behaviour is reinforced after an unpredictable number of times, known as gambling), and ‘Variable Interval Reinforcement’ (VIR) (reinforcing once the correct response has been made, but is given after an unpredictable amount of time has passed, e.g. every thirty minutes) are both alternative methods of choice. VRR schedule is the preferred suggested strategy due to its unpredictable nature of reward. Timing is key, it is fast in response but slow in progression and extinction rate (McLeod, 2007). Ferster and Skinner (1957) discovered that the type of reinforcement which produces the slowest rate of extinction, individuals would go the longest period of time without seeking reinforcement. Additionally, it should be noted that for future practice a strategy using the VRR schedule should look to be utilised. 
Consideration for Rewards in Practice 
There are many ways to offer reward, simply teacher acknowledgement is sometimes enough or additionally some form of reward system e.g. using gold stars (Pritchard, 2009). However, regardless of the form of reward, careful consideration for how it is used is far more important and necessary for overall effectiveness of learning through reinforcement. Even though this may seem self-explanatory it is vital that it is delivered in the correct way. The rewards need to have value to the children and the rewards need to be equally available to everyone, not just received for the best performance in the class (Pritchard, 2009). A teacher using this strategy correctly in practice can explicit many benefits, for example, using a reward as PR for a desired behaviour instead of a punishment for an un-desired behaviour is preferred and can have a longer lasting effect (Pritchard, 2009). Otherwise, the approach can be critiqued in two main ways according to (Pritchard, 2009). Firstly, rewarding of all learning is likely to cause the child to lose interest in all value of learning, and if the child is already highly motivated then it may lead to loss of all interest in learning all together (Pritchard, 2009). Finally, a reward system can lead to unfairness and competition between others and therefore can have a detrimental effect on learning (Pritchard, 2009).     
Behaviourism as an approach to teaching certainly has an established place in planning, but it should not be relied upon alone as there are many other theories and strategies that can be utilised and applied to further areas of teaching.  

Ideal Learning Environment 
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Figure 3. Displaying my foundation phase classroom layout, for my ideal learn environment.
An ideal learning environment in my opinion should facilitate for a positive learning experience for all individuals by utilising various resources and tools, therefore, this section will concentrate on what I would perceive to be the most important aspects to accommodate for an ideal learning environment to enhance the learning process.
Outdoor Learning
The use of the outdoors will be a large aspect contributing to my ideal learning environment. Research suggests that primary children generations ago spent more time playing outdoors compared to the children of today who are increasingly moving indoors due to the evolution of technology (Dolan, 2015; Harris, 2015). It can be argued that access to the outdoors in primary schools has become reduced because of a rigid curriculum, therefore, a debate exists that educators of today have become too concerned with meeting the demands of the national curriculum, rather than focusing on providing all children with the opportunity to learn from numerous activities like outdoor education to enhance their learning (Humberstone and Stan, 2011). The learning of the children is most important! Not all blame should be placed on teachers, as external pressures such as covering subject material and to reach standards of parents and the national curriculum are all contributing factors. This is in good timing for the new curriculum suggested by Donaldson (2015) as outdoor learning can cover all areas of the curriculum, therefore, goes hand in hand with supporting and developing its cross-curricular holistic approach of education. As a result of the new curriculum, it can allow for teachers to have more flexibility and creativity of activities to help facilitate for a more positive learning experience for the children of today (Dolan, 2015). Moreover, with free play in natural environments decreasing, the role of education is increasing in importance for children to learn outdoors (Harris, 2015). Research raises the question of whether an enriching activity like outdoor learning should be an extension to indoor classroom learning? (Harris, 2015).

To answer this uncertainty surrounding outdoor learning, there are countless benefits that research has highlighted (Humberstone and Stan, 2011). Distinctively, the process of learning that is conducted outdoors is said to provide for a more stimulating environment, where children find learning more enjoyable, motivating, memorable and therefore, resulting in life-long learning (Humberstone and Stan, 2011; Harris, 2015). This powerful advantage alone acts like an umbrella for all other benefits of outdoor learning, and this should be a strong indicator as to why outdoor learning should be used more regularly than what it already is. Additionally, accessibility to the outdoors for education can foster a critical foundation where a connection between the child and environment is built upon a sense of care for our planet. This can be an advantageous tool going forward when integrating other elements of the curriculum, like Numeracy, Literacy, Science and Geography (Dolan, 2015). Furthermore, whilst continuing to conduct lessons outside, the novelty of outdoor learning can give a more real feel to learning, therefore, other skills of the children are continuing to develop which can be transferrable beyond the classroom. Different challenges will be faced when working in nature, but will ultimately only support them in the process of developing these skills. Dolan (2015) states that critical questioning, where children are stimulated to ask questions to be inquisitive and investigate can help develop critical thinking skills. Part of the new curriculum is ‘Creative Contributors’ and is therefore an important topic of focus. With the use of outdoors, creative thinking skills can be promoted which is essential as it is slowly dissipating from our lifestyle (Harris, 2015). To name a few more, group working and communication skills, emotional and intellectual development, exploration and risk taking, critically analyse situations, develop problem-solving skills, all of which are potential areas of child development that are being inhibited due to a lack of outdoor learning (Harris, 2015).

On the other hand, there are issues of outdoor learning that need to be addressed. The quality and validity of learning is a cause for concern with parents and teachers. Are they really learning? The children can be physically present but not cognitively engaging with the learning (Harris, 2015). There are also potential barriers identified by schools and parents, such as costs, health and safety (risk assessments), the amount of time spent outdoors and the training for staff to recognise and reach the potentials of teaching outdoors, however, outdoor learning can be achieved in many ways (Harris, 2015). Taking children outside does not need to be expensive or require transport, simply using a school’s facilities is sufficient enough to act as classrooms outside (Dolan, 2015). Many schools are even developing their own school grounds. A particular form of outdoor learning known as ‘Forest School’ has become increasingly popular across the UK. This can provide schools with the opportunity for children to take measured risks outdoors, but that can also allow for a form of assessing (Harris, 2015).

In my opinion for my personal ideal learning environment, the benefits of outdoor learning massively outweigh the negatives. This is why I have included such a wide array of activities to be of continuous availability to the children in my outdoor learning area as seen on my plan (Figure 3) so that a constant promotion of the qualities of outdoor learning discussed are embedded into the children.

Assessment for Learning

Assessment for learning (AFL) will also play a significant role on my classroom environment. The promotion of children’s learning is a key aim of schools, with assessment said to be at the heart of this process (Brigg, 2008). The assessing of what children have learned is increasing with importance (Wragg, 2001). Going forwards AFL can provide a framework for educational objectives, so that goals can be set for pupils to show their progress (Brigg, 2008). Assessing is a difficult aspect of teaching as there is said to be no perfect instrument available for assessing the requirements of a child to build a complete picture, for example, strengths and areas needed for development (Brigg, 2008). AFL is a formal assessment stemming from teacher planning to enable overall effectiveness of future learning and teaching. It is a continuous teacher child relationship based on assessment, however, as suggested by Black and Wiliam (1998), concerns over using it within a classroom can have a negative impact on children. The awarding of grades is overemphasized, whilst giving useful advice to aid learning are underemphasized (Black and Wiliam, 1998). Assessment is now regarded as a high stakes issue, meaning teachers, schools and individual pupils are judged by the results of national tests and public examinations, therefore, pupils actual learning is frequently neglected (Wragg, 2001). As a result of testing, stress and anxiety levels can be raised of the children (Black and Wiliam, 1998). Additionally, even with varying tools of assessment, the general approach naturally compares pupils against each other. As a consequence of receiving feedback, the lower achieving pupils who are said to ‘lack ability’, teaches them to think they are not able to learn (Black and Wiliam, 1998). Unfortunately, assessment must be used as it gives feedback which is crucial for learning to take place and is why I feel strongly about including it within my ideal learning environment. Assessment can provide; information on children’s base knowledge and understanding of the next topic of teaching, information shared to parents and school’s assessors and to motivate the learners. These are said to be the core components to assess for effectiveness for raising school standards (Brigg, 2008). Fortunately, assessment is slowly being seen in a positive light as there are alternative forms of assessment to be used other than tests, for example, peer-assessment. This form of assessment can enable learners to take control of their own learning so that they can be more involved in the process of learning (Brigg, 2008). Most notably, through peer-assessment learners become aware of how they learn best, what helps them to learn best and what they are actually learning which is vital for the overall learning process of the national curriculum (Brigg, 2008). Wragg (2001) states that a successful teacher focuses on classroom competence and the professional skills that make a real difference to children. Skillful teachers ensure that their class learn something worthwhile, which is why I will use varying forms of assessment, for example, flash cards at the end of a topic. This will hopefully aid in the learning process of the child and help them to come to grips with the difficult idea of assessment (Wragg, 2001). The effectiveness of AFL can be seen in an individual’s process of learning, therefore, will be included in my ideal learning environment. 

Reward System 

Finally, I will be including a personalized reward system in my classroom to model good behaviour. Using rewards in a classroom for all learning can have negative implications as it is likely to cause the child to lose interest in all value of learning, and if the child is already highly motivated then it may lead to loss of all interest in learning all together (Pritchard, 2009). However, as previously mentioned there are benefits to rewards. They are highly effective for classroom management by requiring the desired behaviour of a child. Additionally, rewards can promote high levels of intrinsic motivation for the individual, leading to a desire to participate in lesson to engage in their own learning, whilst giving an overall sense of achievement and well-being. Who doesn’t want to learn this way? 

Conclusion
In conclusion, the learning event I witnessed was a perfect display of OC in action. The pupil in the classroom produced the desired behaviour of the teacher, and therefore, received the reward of playing the Maths game on the interactive whiteboard. Additionally, rewards were received individually, a gold star to put on the reward chart and a jewel reward for the entirety of the group. This learning event is in line with a behaviourist perspective of teaching, with Skinner who believed OC and the use of PR to be a powerful tool for learning, rather than focusing on punishment. From my observation and now understanding the underpinning theories of what the teacher displayed, I will use my extended knowledge to implement OC into my future practice. Additionally, having looked at the most effective strategies such as SOR and the consideration of using rewards will be utilised for my own rewarding technique in future practice. Finally, through studying my observation and creating my own ideal learning environment, I have been able to improve my understanding and therefore, create ideas of what I would like to have access to when teaching in the near future. 
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