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‘Describe a learning event which has happened during your recent school experience. Reflect upon what took place, connecting events to theories of learning and teaching. Make recommendations about how you could improve your own practice in the light of this. Produce a poster to illustrate how you would develop the elements of an effective learning environment.’
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Learning is an important aspect of a child’s life and the environment that they are learning in is a major contributor to how effective this learning is. Not one child learns the same so it is important that practitioners are able to differentiate their learning styles to ensure each child under their care is learning. Dewey (2015) states that teaching and learning are necessary for society to continue to exist. Therefore, as professionals it is important that we gain the knowledge and understanding of the curriculum and how children learn in order for the learning of children to be fostered. This assignment aims to look at a learning event which has happened during a classroom observation. It will reflect upon what took play and connect this incident with theories of learning and teaching. Recommendations on how this event could be improved will be looked at also. In order for this assignment to be written observation of a classroom environment needed to take place. Within this observation it was outlined clearly what needed to be looked at, these included gaining an understanding of the different learning theories and how to put these into practice. Throughout this assignment careful consideration of ethical issues has been taken in accordance with the British Educational Research Association (BERA) guidelines. BERA guidelines (2018) states that researchers should recognise the entitlement of privacy and should allow any participants or institutions the right to confidentiality and anonymity. BERA guidelines (2011) states that participants included in any research should have the right to drop out or re-claim any information obtained during the research. Due to this a consent form was signed in order to use photographs of the displays within this assignment. This will be found attached in the appendix. For the assignment a number of different classes were observed and children of different ages were considered before this assignment could take place.  As this assignment is based on a classroom observation of a reception class and is regarding four children from within this class. Therefore in accordance with BERA guidelines for such research they shall be referred to as child 1, child 2, child 3 and child 4. Not only did this aspect need to be taken into consideration but also the identity of the school itself. This aspect of the assignment also needed to remain anonymous therefore because of this the school will be referred to throughout the assignment as School X. Written consent was given by the school to take pictures of the displays at the school. As per the confidentiality of the children they were not allowed to be seen in any of the photos. As some of the classroom displays contained photos of children this had to be taken into careful consideration to ensure they were not in any of the photos taken. The school made every student teacher attending the school aware of the safeguarding policy and who would need to be notified if any incident was to occur. At school X there was an emphasis put in place on the Donaldson Review. They had displays up featuring the four purposes of the new curriculum. These are to ensure the children within the school become, ambitious, capable learners, enterprising, creative contributors, ethical informed citizens and healthy, confident individuals, (Donaldson, 2015). School X is a Primary school which is situated in small town in South Wales where there are 353 children at the school. A number of learning events took place whilst out in School X for the observations. However, there was one learning event in particular that happened which has been the observation chosen for this assignment and it will be looked at in more depth below. 

Observation
The observation that stood out the most to me during my time at School X is when I was in the reception class. I had been to a number of different year groups which included nursery, year 1, year 3 and year 5. When I was observing these lessons a lot of important learning events took place but the one I have chosen to look at stood out to me the most. The learning event took place at a time I least expected as I was in the middle of helping a group of children create finger puppet mice when it happened. I looked over to a group of four children playing together freely, they were with what they called ‘the learning wall’. One child was sat behind the learning wall and the three other children were sat the other side of the wall. As I was so intrigued by what they were doing I completed my task and went over to have a look. Child 1 was behind the wall and was holding up wooden spoons that had different pictures on them. He was asking the other children ‘which nursery rhyme is this?’ in response to this question the other children started to sing the nursery rhyme that was shown on the spoon.  This learning event interested me because the learning was self-led by the children. Child 1 was asking questions which was allowing the children to fully engage in the activity. With the activity being a physical hands on activity it would coincide with the theory of John Dewey as he believed children learn better whilst doing, (Pound, 2006). As child one was using a questioning method himself it was as though he was taking the role of the teacher. The benefits of child 1 using questioning was that it allowed engagement, learning from each other and the children being actively involved in the activity. 

The reason I chose this learning event as my observation is because I was excited to see how the children took something they had learnt with before as a teacher led activity and then recalled it to use together without the teacher. According to Hall (2016) the use of questioning prompts children to inspect their current knowledge and experiences in order to create a new understanding. Whilst on placement at School X I used a few different types of strategies to make sure I was observing properly. I decided I was going to use a written record to document what I was witnessing during the days I got to spend at School X.  I felt that this way it would ensure that I didn’t forget anything I had observed just in case I would want to use it. I felt that this choice of observation method was the best option compared to if I was to use the target child method. As I did not know the children in the classes well I believed that this approach would not be much use to me as I did not know what the children were capable of. During my time observing I was also able to physically participate in activities with some of the children which I felt allowed me to have a hands on approach with the observations. I believe that the strategies I used to observe worked well because I was able to have a choice between the different learning events as I had written them all down. I was able to recall what I had seen to then choose what I felt was the best learning event. Even though I was able to do this, I always knew that I was going to choose the ‘Learning Wall’ as my learning event as it really was nice to witness. Reflecting back on my time the only thing I would change is I would think about what type of learning I wanted to look at first and then create a check list to follow. This way I would already have something in mind and be looking for a particular type of learning event. I could put more of a focus on outdoor learning or hands on activities rather than writing everything down. There could have been learning events I may have missed due to this. This strategy would also allow me to narrow down what I wanted to observe making it easier to pin point activities that coincide with the area I wanted to follow. The day that I observed the learning event that I wanted to write about I was busy completing an activity with other children and I just happened to look up and witness four children working together during play time. I loved the idea of the ‘learning wall’ and the concept behind it. Not only did it enable the children to learn the nursery rhymes but it also encouraged them to work on their vocabulary and pronunciation of the words within the rhymes. It would also be seen as a phonics activity as they would be recalling letters and sounds they would have already been taught and hearing and speaking sounds they haven’t done yet. The use of the visual aids to enable the children to differentiate between the different nursery rhymes allowed the children to recall from previous use of the rhymes. This recall would then imbed the nursery rhymes into their memory allowing them to fully gain an understanding of the rhymes. According to Bartlett and Burton (2016) when a child recalls something they are reconstructing the learning they had done previously gaining a better understanding of the previous experience and knowledge. The children took it in turns to show the wooden spoon and this showed that they were good at sharing. According to Pound (2006) Piaget believed that young children showed signs of egocentrism which meant they see everything from their own perspective. However, what I observed was young children working together, playing and sharing the same activity without it being led by a teacher. According to Bilton (2010) Vygotsky believed that when children learn through play they have to show self-control and they tend not to act on impulse as they would when playing alone. This is because other children are involved with the game so the rules need to be followed. Once they had all had a turn at showing the rhyme spoon the children then started to role play the different nursery rhymes. Child 2 stated that they were ‘humpty dumpty’ and the other children were the ‘kings horses and kings men’. The children then attempted to put child 2 back together after he had ‘fallen’ off the wall. This would coincide with the theory of Vygotsky as according to Bates (2016) he believed that knowledge and thought are constructed through social interaction. This includes interaction with family, friends, teachers or peers.  This learning event looks at how important the use of talk is within group activities. The children are openly engaging with each other in regards to the play activity and are using exploratory talk to ensure they all know what they are doing. The children were talking through how they were going to role-play the different nursery rhymes and they were also following different instructions. 

Learning Theories
There are many different learning theorists, some have opposing ideas and many have similar ideas on how children and young people learn. Throughout this activity the children have been making sense of the learning in their own way. According to Bartlett and Burton (2016) this would be known by educational theorists as the constructivist theory. Vygotsky, who I have previously mentioned was a constructivist theorist. Pound (2006) states that Vygotsky emphasised the significant role that language plays in a child’s development. He believed that all aspects of a child’s learning come from past real-life experiences, (Gray and MacBlain, 2015). Bates (2016) states that Vygotsky believed that children gained knowledge through social interaction with the people around them. He also believed that children learned from others through social interaction and named this process the ‘Zone of Proximal Development’ (ZPD). Vygotsky described this theory as the gap between what children can do on their own and what they can do with the help of someone more knowledgeable than them, (Pound, 2006). He named these people he believed the children learned from as Most Knowledgeable Others (MKOs), (Bates, 2016). Another theorist which, like Vygotsky, is a constructivist theorist is Piaget. According to Gray and MacBlain (2015) although Vygotsky and Piaget had similar theories, Piaget believed that development comes before learning and Vygotsky believed that learning can come before an understanding. Although they did have differences of opinion, Vygotsky was still influenced by Piaget and Piaget believed that a child was a lone scientist who learns through practical experience, (Gray and MacBlain, 2015). According to Doherty and Hughes (2013) Piaget’s theory had an emphasis on how children are able to adapt to the environment around them and how they actively seek ways in which to understand their surroundings. This particular theory would go against that of a theorist named Burrhus Frederic Skinner as he believed that children needed to be taught everything in order to learn at their best potential, (Oates, 1995). Skinner took a focus on behaviourist theory, this meant that he believed that learners require a reward or reinforcement to initiate learning, (Pound, 2006). According to Bates (2016) Skinner developed the ideas of Pavlov by running experiments on animals and humans. He ran experiments on rats by putting them into boxes which were fitted with a lever that produced food when pressed. Skinner referred to this as positive reinforcement and he later added grids that produced electric shocks on the rat to which he called negative reinforcement, (Bates, 2016). According to Pound (2006) the behaviourist theory is responsible for teaching methods that have a focus on repetition and rows of sums to be completed. Gray and MacBlain (2015) state that skinner believed that it was possible to use these principles with children. Behaviourist theorists believe that if negative and positive reinforcement was used within the classroom then it could shape and maintain a child’s behaviour.  However, Skinner put more of an emphasis on reward as he believed negative reinforcement is counter-productive, (Pound, 2006). Estyn (2015) does state that creating a supportive environment for children where behaviour is openly discussed and where good behaviour is encouraged through using positive reinforcements has shown an improvement in children’s behaviour. This theory is not shown within the learning activity I witnessed as there was not the option of positive or negative reinforcement as the learning was all child-led. The observation definitely leans more towards the theories of Piaget and Vygotsky. The observation also shows that Skinner’s theory that children can only learn by being taught something isn’t necessarily true. Although the behaviouristic approach was not used during the observation of the learning wall, it does not mean that School X does not adapt some of the theory behind this approach. It was identified throughout the days at the school that they did adopt a reward system which was in place to reinforce good behaviour. This approach involved the children who had behaved well or performed well within an activity. They would then be given an acorn to go up next to their names which once their line was full would receive some sort of reward. So, although I did not witness this approach in use it does not mean that it does not happen. After researching into the different types of approaches available for practitioners to use within the classroom. It is my aim to include aspects of each approach to ensure that the children within my classroom get the best out of their learning and feel safe in the environment I will build for them. 




Ideal Learning Environment
According to Stiles and Jernigan (2010) it is argued that an enriched learning environment can have a positive effect on the complexity and functioning of a child’s developing brain. Donaldson (2015) states that children need a rich stimulating environment for them to fully engage with their learning. This section will look at my ideal learning environment and what aspects I would like to include in my classroom. 
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Above is a picture of the poster I have created as a visual aid for my ideal learning environment. There are a lot of different aspects included which I felt would stimulate children whilst they were learning. I believe that a classroom should be an inclusive learning environment and all barriers to learning should be left at the door. Goddard and Walton (2012) advise that a school’s curriculum needs to be accessible to all children and that planning should incorporate a range of access strategies, differentiated teaching styles and realistic learning objectives which are suitable to all of the children.  One aspect that can affect attainment in schools is Poverty, Bradshaw (2002) states that statistics show that 28 percent of children were living in poverty in Great Britain between 2002 – 2003. The Welsh Government (2012) state that they believe children during the early stages need the best possible start in order for them to develop physical, cognitive, language and social and emotional development. The Welsh Government (2012) also state that education has a fundamental role in helping people get out of poverty and Estyn (2010) states that there are strong statistical links between low attainment and poverty. Taking this on board my ideal learning environment has inclusive learning, which means all the types of learning are accessible to every child. Devarakonda (2012) states that inclusive education is concerned with removing all barriers to learning enabling the participation of all learners.  It is crucial for children to feel as though they are included whilst in school because this in its self can affect their attainment. The use of Forest Schools and Beach schools being attached to the back garden means that children do not have to pay for these trips. There is a wardrobe with suitable outdoor clothing available for all children, this is so that not one child gets left out whilst these hands on activities take place. 

The children will also be able to carry out activities within the Welsh corner. This section of the classroom aims to encourage the children to speak their native language. It is important that children gain knowledge and understanding into their own culture and background. This section aims to enable this for children within my ideal classroom. There will be books written in Welsh, Welsh costumes and Welsh toys. The classroom will contain Welsh Values and culture to coincide with the Donaldson Review (2015) as he believes the best aspect of the education in Wales is its language and culture.

Drake (2005) states that within a Foundation Phase setting it is important that the curriculum is balance, broad and enables children to develop knowledge, skills and attitudes. According to Arthur and Cremin (2010) it is an important factor that practitioners are able to adapt the way the teach so that each child gets the best out of each lesson.  Drake (2005) and Barnes (2015) both state that it is down to the practitioners to plan and create different opportunities which help to enable children to progress in their learning. The Welsh Government (2016) state in the Foundation Phase profile handbook that the use of play within the classroom environment is something the children must be able to do. I have placed sections within my learning environment where this can be fostered. Pickard (1970) states that Piaget believed that children learn through the use of play. He called this process learning through assimilation and it is where the child is able to creatively contribute in a way best suited to them. According to White (2011) children bring their own uniqueness to play, depending on their different backgrounds, experiences aspirations and perceptions of the world around them. The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) article 31 states that every child has the right to play, (Unicef, 2016). This is one of the reasons why it is important to incorporate play within the Foundation Phase Framework. 

Play can also be seen in the role play area. Here I have included sections for role play within the home environment, doctors surgery, grocery store and farm yard. Each of these sections allow the children to role play in real life situations. According to Cremin and Burnett (2018) the role play area is a safe environment where children can chat and explore together. Pickard (1970) states that Piaget described a way of learning as ‘imitation Accommodation’, this can be seen in the role play area when the children are imitating a person or profession they may have already had a real-life encounter with. According to Pound (2006) the use of role play can also help children to play out their fears and any anxiety they have. Donaldson (2015) states that children should be enterprising, creative contributors. Role play gives them the opportunity to use their imagination skills and to think creatively. Rogers and Evans (2008) states that role play allows children to develop their social skills, gives them a sense of wellbeing and allows children to work together to resolve any conflicts that may occur. 

I have included a sensory area to tie in with the inclusive learning strategy in my learning environment. Sensory activities include playing with bubbles or sand trays. According to Lantz (2001) it can be seen as a good idea to carry out such activities with a child if they become easily distracted. Walton and Goddard (2012) state that learning through sensory activities usually entail visual, kinaesthetic, auditory and tactile to enhance the learning of children within the classroom environment. Some children with special needs may access the curriculum through the use of sensory activities. These activities are to help the senses develop and children who need these activities would be given them daily. Fowler (2007) states that a sensory area provides children with the opportunity to explore a sensory-stimulated environment. 

The Donaldson Review (2015) states that digital competence is a must within the new curriculum. According to Guldbaek, Vinkel and Broens (2011) today’s children are growing up in a world that is rapidly changing and they will need to continue to learn throughout their lives. As technology does now play a major role in everyone’s lives including young children I have included and ICT suite within my classroom. It has a range of equipment within it ranging from iPad’s to virtual reality headsets.  Robertson (2002) states that it is important for new technology to be exploited within primary schools to enrich the children’s education. With the ICT suite being included in my learning environment it allows children who do not have this kind of technology at home the chance to learn how to use it. The use of the ICT suite also allows room for a cross-curricular approach as different subjects can be incorporated into the lessons. According to Donaldson (2015) it is important to include the use of ICT within the classroom as in an ever changing and ever growing modern day society and within the workplace it is required to have high level skills in digital competence. 

Experiencing hands on activities within the outdoor learning environment can make subjects more vivid and interesting for children according to Ofsted (2008). It can also enhance the children’s knowledge and understanding of the world around which would coincide with the Donaldson Review (2015). According to White (2011) outdoor learning provides children the opportunity to play and explore real life experiences. I have placed a few outdoor learning events within my learning environment because it allows the children to experience first-hand the different kinds of environments around them. These include, forest school, beach school, gardening section and a fruit and veg patch. I have included these outdoor learning environments as it gives the children a wide variety of outdoor learning skills they can have right on their doorstep.  According to Knight (2009) learning within the forest school is mostly child-led and includes play based activities. Pound (2006) states that children that have taken part in forest schools have been seen to have developed self-control, improved concentration, independence and their social and emotional skills have also developed. The beach school gives a different kind of environment for the children to explore. The beach school allows the children to experience first-hand what they may encounter at the beach. This would include rock pools with crabs and star fish in them, sand and a small sea with waves and fish. According to Forest Schools (2017) an experience at the beach school can have a positive impact on children. Beach Schools (2018) state that their activities tie in with the curriculum and the lessons are adaptable. This shows good practice as they are taking into consideration inclusive teaching. Another aspect that I have included is the gardening section, this has been included because it allows children to watch what they plant grow. This would help them to gain knowledge and understanding of the world around them and links with the Donaldson Review (2015). I have also included a fruit and veg patch, this is included to promote healthy eating and healthy living. It will target the health and wellbeing section of the Donaldson Review (2015). Finally, I have included an outdoor play ground. This is where the children can let off some steam and maintain the healthy lifestyle aspect from the fruit and veg patch. Children will be able to play on the play-ground during play times and under supervision to ensure no harm comes to the children. 

I have also included the ‘learning wall’ which is what I based my observation section of this assignment on. I have included this in my ideal learning environment because I felt like the children could learn a lot from it, both teacher led and child initiated activities. The children in my observation used the ‘learning wall’ just for learning the different kinds of nursery rhymes. I would like to build upon this and make it a cross-curricular learning wall. The children within my learning environment would use the ‘learning wall to encourage numeracy skills, language skills and creativity skills. 

Conclusion
To conclude, the learning event that I observed shows that children of a young age can take the initiative to instigate their own learning. It also shows that they are willing to work together to create that learning. By engaging with each other they were able to recall on what they have learnt previously. I will use the knowledge I have gained during this process to ensure that once I am qualified my classroom is an inclusive and engaging environment that enables children in their learning. The research from this assignment has also showed me that there are many different ways that a child can learn and that a lot of the theories coincide in some way. Within my classroom I would draw upon more than one theorist to ensure that I am teaching to be full potential. I will definitely differentiate between learning strategies as not all children learn the same way. It is important to be able to recognise this and to put interventions in place to enable the learning. Pound (2006) states that Dewey believed that children learn better when they are physically participating in an activity. I will also take this with me and ensure I use my creativity to create hands on engaging activities for the children and ensure that Welsh culture will be imbedded into my planning. 
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