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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.’

The education system in Wales is currently at a crossroads, with primary schools getting ready to leave behind the old National Curriculum and embracing the new curriculum that has been created by Professor Graham Donaldson and his ‘Successful Futures’ report. This report has brought a complete overhaul to the education that Welsh students and teachers alike have known, with four new purposes to achieve; creating ambitious, capable learners, enterprising, creative contributors, ethical, informed citizens and healthy confident individuals (Welsh Assembly Government, 2015:29).  As well as these purposes, the new curriculum will swap phases and key stages for five ‘Progression Step’ points, and place great emphasis on the Welsh language, mirroring the Welsh Assembly Government’s hopes for one million speakers by 2050.
In this essay, I will be talking about a learning event that has occurred in a primary school in South West Wales that is beginning to implement the new Welsh curriculum into its pedagogy. I will discuss the observation methods used, the theories linked to the learning event itself, and finally describe what I believe to be the ideal learning environment as a result of what has been mentioned. 
Section One
The learning event that I have described below took place at Cadle Primary School, a large primary school in South West Wales. The school mixes their classes based on ability and stage of childhood development, with two combined years one and two, years three and four, and years five and six classes and one straight year two, year four and year six class. Their Estyn (2014) report states that 52% of the pupils have additional learning needs, whilst My Local School (n.d.) states that 46.4% of pupils are either statemented or require additional interventions via School Action or School Action Plus routes. These statistics, along with 33.6% of pupils being eligible for the Free School Meals initiative, are a lot higher than the Welsh national average. The school places pupil wellbeing as a high priority, with a variety of health-based initiatives being carried out across both Foundation Phase and Key Stage 2, and the pupils are regularly reminded of their rights according to the United Nations Convention Rights of the Child. The school were fully aware of the reasons surrounding my visit and the headteacher gave full permission to take photographs (see Appendix), however to remain compliant to BERA Guidelines I have decided to not disclose the names of any students or members of staff involved in the learning event.
The observed event happened during a topic lesson based on rollercoasters. In this lesson, they were using prior learning about forces to draw a rollercoaster and label the different points during a rollercoaster ride where a force would be used.  This was intended as an independent task, but with pupils being allowed to talk at an appropriate noise level. The event occurred as I was talking to the class teacher about their work, and we were approached by Pupil A. From my position in the classroom I could see Pupil A approach the teacher in quite a negative manner – the way in which they approached the teacher was slow with head and shoulders slouched, and their facial expression communicating that they were feeling quite despondent. Figure 1 is a transcript of a conversation between Pupil A and the teacher.
Pupil A: Miss, my work is rubbish. I can’t do it. Pupil B’s is so much better than mine.

Teacher: Stop right there, Pupil A. Have a look at the display behind me. We don’t say I can’t do it, do we? What would be a better thing to say? Use the balloons to help you. 

Pupil A: I can always improve my work. I will learn how to do this.

Teacher: That’s better. Now, what is there that I can do to help you make improvements to your work.

Pupil A: I don’t know. It’ll still be rubbish though.

Teacher: What did I say about using that sentence? What if we have a look at some rollercoasters? Shall I put some on the board for you?

Pupil A: Yes please.

Teacher: What do you think of these, Pupil A? Will these help you?

Pupil A: Yes I think so.












Figure 1: A transcript of the learning event that took place
The display in question is a growth mindset display that the classroom teacher had displayed above her work area, as seen below.
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Picture 1 and 2: The growth mindset display in the classroom, photo taken by author

Following the conversation, Pupil A went back to their table and used the pictures on the interactive whiteboard, along with the help of Pupil B, who was sat to the side of them, to help add some detail to their work.
This learning event was an unstructured observation, also known as a naturalistic observation. The reasoning behind this method of observation was that I was entering the school environment with the intention of viewing and analysing a learning event, but with no specific experience in mind. By doing this, I was able to have as “open a mind as possible, thus enabling things that might be missed in a more structured or closed situation to be noticed and recorded” (Tertiary Level Teaching, 1998). In this instance, this was the most suitable form of observation. However, there are weaknesses to this technique that need to be considered. Cohen, Mannion and Morrison (2011:169) state that people are deliberate, intentional and creative in their actions, and “researchers do not know in advance what they will see or what they will be looking for” (2011:168). As I was entering this learning environment with very little prior knowledge about the school, I was unaware of what the ethos of the school was, how their classrooms were managed on a daily basis, and how effectively they used various interventions and initiatives. All of the staff were aware of my presence in the school and that observations were taking place, and it could be suggested that learning events that I encountered as part of my visit would not have happened if I was not at the school, and I would not know any different as it was my first visit to the school. I also used wrote notes while observing. This appeared to be the most appropriate form of recording my observations as it was made explicitly clear by the school’s headmaster that children were not to be photographed or videoed. Many of the notes that I took were derived from conversations with pupils and staff, and it would have been more convenient to have a recording device to capture these. However, these can be difficult to introduce into settings subtly, and RECOUP (year unknown) use the example of when informal conversations unexpectedly turn into more formal affairs. This instance happened when the learning event occurred, and the introduction of a recording device could have potentially altered or haltered the conversation. The problem that occurred with note taking with regards to recording the learning event was that I didn’t want to start recording the conversation whilst it was ongoing as I feared it would be off-putting to either the teacher or pupil. Muswazi and Nhamo (2013) recognise this disadvantage to note taking and waiting until the observation had finished to make notes, and say that “There is a risk though that the interviewer may forget important details”. If I were to repeat this observation again, I would ideally try and plan to see a specific learning event, instead of waiting to see what would happen. In addition to this, I would seek to gain permission to have a voice recording device in order to have more accurate representations of observed conversations in the school.


Section Two
The learning event that I have described is an example of social constructivism, which is the belief that considerations about a child’s environment, age, culture and life experiences should be well-thought-out before arriving at any conclusions about their development. An advocate of this learning theory is Lev Vygotsky, who rose to popularity in the 1980’s despite his ideas originating in the 1920s and 30s. His ideas were similar to that of constructivism theorist Jean Piaget, and they both believed that people are born with the “basic building blocks of cognition” (Gray and Macblain, 2015:93), which include speed of processing, memory and visual recognition, thus enabling them to develop problem solving, reasoning and remembering skills, known collectively as higher-order thinking skills.  However, Vygotsky also believed that children developed in a social matrix, formed by the interconnection of social relationships and interactions between not only themselves and other children but parents, siblings, peers, teachers and significant objects (Gray and Macblain, 2015:94). Another belief of Vygotsky’s was that cultural tools – the products of a person’s cultural and historical activity – played a major role in a child’s understanding and experience of the world around them, were crucial in their construction of knowledge (Keenan, 2002, cited by Aubrey and Riley, 2016:49) and creates a link to developing their higher order thinking skills. One cultural tool that he highlighted as being of high importance was the use of language, particularly in the form of speech. His view was that speech and language were key to the child’s contribution to society, and made up of four stages, starting with a primitive pre-verbal stage and finishing at the internalisation of speech when thinking. However, unlike Piaget, Vygotsky didn’t believe that these stages happened at a specific time in a child’s development and acknowledged that children’s progress fluctuate and vary from child to child.
One of Vygotsky’s most well-known pieces of work is the zone of proximal development (ZPD), which is defined as:




“the distance between the actual developmental level as determined by independent problem solving and the level of potential development as determined through problem solving under adult guidance or in collaboration with more capable peers.”
					        (Vygotsky, 1987:11, cited by Kouzulin et al., 2003:40)
This concept has been pivotal in the use of formative assessment, 

“encompassing all those activities undertaken by teachers, and/or by their students, which provide information to be used as feedback to modify the teaching and learning activities in which they are engaged”,
									           (Black and Wiliam, 1998:7)
 rather than summative assessment, defined by Looney (2011:7) as summary assessments of student performance – including tests and examinations and end-of-year marks. 

The work of Vygotsky has influenced many educational philosophers since its publication. It has encouraged further pioneering studies on the importance of language on learning by Jerome Bruner, and the impact of culture on a child’s learning by Paolo Freire and Basil Bernstein. However, despite being held in high regard, Vygotsky’s concepts have also had their share of criticism. His association with the social constructivist theory was made years after his death and during the translation of his work (Hua Liu and Matthews, 2005). Furthermore, it is believed that during translation becoming subject to “superficial interpretations” (Gray and Macblain, 2015:105), as well as some aspects of his work received high levels of praise and recognition and others not receiving any acclaim at all. An example of this is ZPD. Kamen and Murphy (2012) stated that it appeared less than nine times in all of the thousands of pages that he wrote, and due to its implied status in the world of education, there are fears that it is subject to incorrect interpretation and being used ineffectively in the classroom. Wood (1998) speaks of concerns that adults may go beyond or even undervalue a child’s potential due to the difficulty of differentiating between what a child can do with and without an adult, and Rogoff (1990) highlighting that in many social environments not seeking help from a more ‘capable other’ could be imprudent, yet on the other hand the dependence of adults or peers to solve problems could be seen as cheating. Finally, Fox (2001:29) heavily criticised Vygotsky’s theory on the importance of spoken language in the child’s development of learning, citing that if this was the case, a child would be devoid of thought until they learn to speak. Fox goes on to say that the theory “ignores all the implicit knowledge we have of the world which we have never put into words” and doesn’t consider the power sign language can have on a child cognitively. 

Growth mindset was the main feature of the learning event, and this is the name given by psychologist Carol Dweck to the idea that intelligence can develop, and that effort leads to success (Rustin, 2016). This contrasts with a fixed mindset, which is where people “believe that their intelligence is simply an inborn trait —they have a certain amount, and that's that” (Dweck, 2010). Dweck shared a similar view to Vygotsky in that people learned in different ways due to their backgrounds and experiences, and said that we need both our genes and our environment to cooperate in order to develop but “genes require input from the environment to work properly” (Dweck, 2017). Following on from that, she goes on to say that scientists have discovered that humans are much more capable of pursuing lifelong learning and continuing to develop cognitively than had been previously realised. Dweck highlights that this is because despite all being genetically unique and varying in aptitude and temperament, “it is clear that experience, training and personal effort take them the rest of the way” in their learning journey. Dweck has carried out research on the effect both fixed and growth mindsets have on various environments including business, sports, and school. When exploring the impact that growth mindset has on education, Dweck found that different approaches had to be implanted to make children feel good in the short and long terms, by helping them thrive on challenges and setbacks on their way to learning (Dweck, 2015). As a result of her research, growth mindset interventions have become very popular in schools, examples of these include Habits of Mind by Art Costa and Building Learning Power by Guy Claxton.
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Picture 3: An example of Art Costa’s Habits of Mind growth mindset intervention (Google Library, n.d.)

These interventions, as well as the general growth mindset concept, have encountered mixed reviews. Francis, cited by Rustin (2016), is of the opinion that “anyone can improve with application and high expectations is positive”, and cites Dweck’s extensive research into the topic is the reason for this. Hymer and Gershon (2014:12) are also enthusiastic about promoting growth mindset, stating that it discourages cheating as there’s no need to do it. According to Hymer and Gershon, pupils realise that if they perform poorly it “is no reflection on their intelligence – it is simply an indication that they need to work harder or differently at that particular skill”. However, the Education Endowment Foundation carried out a project in 2013 called “Changing Mindsets”, and the summative report concluded that while pupils who attended their growth mindset workshops made around two months’ worth of progress in English and Maths, the findings were “not statistically significant” and as a result, they cannot confirm or deny that the progress did not happen by chance. On the other hand, researchers at Michigan State University have slammed the use of growth mindset interventions for academic achievement. They stated that academic achievement actually increased when the growth mindset programs failed to change students’ mindsets (Kelly, 2018), with Professor Brooke Macnamara from Case Western Reserve University adding in the article that they were being made popular by claims that are “not supported by the available evidence”. Macnamara also believes that growth mindset programs are being sold to schools and parents on the basis that students benefit academically from being taught growth mindsets, when this isn’t the case. She concludes by saying that in future, research on the subject needs to test whether growth mindsets are consistently beneficial and whether the benefit itself is significant.
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The poster above is an example of how I would set up my own learning environment. I have designed my learning environment for it to be used by a lower Key Stage 2 class. I have designed the learning environment to look similar to Foundation Phase classrooms that I have observed in the past, with features such as an investigation table and outdoor area. The reason I have chosen to do this is because I personally believe that for some children, the progression to Key Stage 2 from Foundation Phase can be daunting, especially the transition to sitting at tables for a more formal learning experience from being sat on the carpet. Professor Graham Donaldson, author of the Successful Futures report into the future Welsh curriculum, has said that “negative effects are evident in the transitions between the Foundation Phase and Key Stage 2” (2015:52) and by removing phases and key stages, progression and potential for higher attainment will increase. I have decided to include a designated carpet area that can be used for both formal learning and as a working area, as well as tables. I would also use the carpet area for students to be able to participate in some physical activity. As childhood obesity is becoming an ever-growing issue, schools are incorporating physical interventions into their day, examples of these include Just Dance, Brain Gym and Zumba.
I have used ‘L’ shaped tables as I have seen them being used in classrooms previously – I believe that they are effective in a classroom as it can promote cooperative learning and peer working, and due to the shape of the table the teacher can easily get access to the pupils if they require extra help without causing too much of a disruption to other pupils’ seating arrangements. As well as these, I have included individual seating areas and flexible seating in the classroom. I have included these after seeing them being used effectively whilst I was participating in observation sessions at a second primary school in South Wales, which throughout this essay will be known as School B. The individual seating ‘pods’ were used by children who wished to complete their work independently and in a more private space, and I can see this being beneficial to pupils who may have additional learning needs that may struggle with the general hustle and bustle of a classroom, but still want to stay in the class. School B used beanbags, stools and exercise balls in place of traditional seats in some classrooms, as seen below.
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Pictures 4, 5, 6: Photographs of flexible seating used at a primary school in South Wales. Photographs taken by author.
Once seeing these being used in the classroom, I decided that I wanted to include these in my learning environment, as they provide opportunities for pupils to feel more comfortable whilst they are working. I have also seen in previous schools that I have worked at different types of seating being used for children with ADHD to combat issues with keeping still and focussed. 
After attending Cadle Primary School, I was really impressed with the way that health, wellbeing, rights and responsibilities play an immense role in daily school life. I have previously worked in schools across South Wales, ranging from independent fee-paying schools to state schools that in deprived areas, and from what I have experienced, I feel having an ethos similar to Cadle Primary School in my classroom would be beneficial to all children, no matter what their background may be. I feel that the children should be made aware of the UN Convention Rights of The Child as it makes them aware of what they are entitled to not just in school but in everyday life. For children who have been brought up in difficult circumstances, knowing that they have rights such as to “have the right to be protected from being hurt and mistreated, in body or mind” (UNICEF, n.d.) may encourage them to seek help about any difficulties they may face. At Cadle Primary School, each class picked the rights that they felt were the most important and displayed them in the class.
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[image: ]Pictures 7 and 8: An example of a UN Convention Rights of the Child display at Cadle Primary School. Photograph taken by author.
I feel that creating something similar in my learning environment would create a pupil voice in the classroom, and would be of meaning to the pupils as they’ve been responsible for choosing which rights they feel are important to them both individually and as a group. I would also like the children to have some input in to what they want to include on the displays. For this reason, I have included working wall displays, so that children have the opportunities to create and showcase pieces of work to explain what they are learning about in the school year.
I have also decided to create a ‘Quiet Corner’ in my learning environment, with its purpose being to help children with their wellbeing. It will be a space where children can take themselves whenever they feel the need to do so. I would allow the pupils to discuss what they feel they would need or like to put in there, but I would also include some things that I believe they may find useful. An example of this is something that I had seen at Cadle Primary School, pictured overleaf.
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Picture 9: A calming technique used by children. Photograph taken by author.
I liked this technique because it was simple and could be done relatively discreetly. If a child felt that they needed to go and chill out but felt the pressure of their peers watching them, they could do this technique and feel relief afterwards. The ‘Quiet Corner’ would also include a growth mindset poster. Despite the contrasting views discussed previously, I believe it has the potential to be very effective. However, I feel that it would have to be implemented as a whole class initiative and used across all aspects of learning rather than being just a display on a wall. In School B, they created a growth mindset display involving characters from the ‘Little Men and Little Miss’ series of books, but then continued to use the characters as a form of assessment for learning.
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Pictures 10, 11, 12, 13, 14: School B’s growth mindset and assessment for learning displays. Photographs taken by author.

I like the way that the school has related the statements to characters, as it makes it easier for children to both understand and remember.

Another feature of my learning environment is the outdoor area. When children are in the Foundation Phase, they are expected to and encouraged to spend a lot of time outdoors and participate in outdoor learning, and I feel that as children progress through school they lose out on the opportunity to not only explore the outdoors but be able to have experience learning opportunities outside. I have not put a lot in the area as outdoor learning areas provide unique opportunities to be creative, to move around, to be noisy and to take risks (Welsh Assembly Government, (n.d.), so I would prefer to have the freedom to do different outdoor activities as and when necessary. I chose to add a covered seating area that could also be used as a work space, so that children could use it in all weather conditions and be protected. As well as that, I have put an allotment area and e a classroom pet in my outdoor learning environment. (Zasloff, Hart and DeArmond, 1999) state that animals are important for teaching children humane values, and Thompson, cited by Burrell and Riley (2005:92) called gardening “the closest thing to magic”, especially for children raised in urban areas where they may not have access to a garden. By having these in the outdoor learning environment, it provides a wealth of learning opportunities. It encourages the children to learn how to take care of things and play an active role in being responsible for their needs. Animals and plants also provide many opportunities for cross curricular learning, which is one of Donaldson’s recommendations for the new curriculum in Wales. Linking back to physical activity which was mentioned previously, having an outdoor area would enable children to participate in the ‘Daily Mile’. This is an initiative that is spreading across schools worldwide, and aims to get children spending fifteen minutes outside every day walking, jogging, or running a mile in a bid to help them not only get fitter but concentrate better when they return to the classroom.

I have also included a “Creative Quad” in my ideal learning environment. I felt that having a designated area for creative arts was important as from past experiences I have seen that creative subjects are the ones that are most overlooked or dropped in favour of other subjects. As well as this, the World Economic Forum (cited by Forbes, 2018) has released a list of ten skills that will be necessary to thrive by 2020, with creativity being in the top three. Similarly, to the outdoor area, I would not have anything fixed in the ‘Creative Quad’, instead leaving it open-ended with the pupils being able to choose what aspect of creativity they would like to pursue. 

As mentioned at the beginning of this section, I have included an investigation table in my learning environment. This is something you would expect to see in a Foundation Phase classroom, however as children get older they still need to be able to inspect and explore aspects of the topic that they’re learning about, such as historical artefacts, geographical maps and scientific utensils.
The final area of the learning environment I would like to discuss is the Ardal Cymraeg (Welsh Area). I would like the children to use this area to practice speaking Welsh to each other, as well as carry out research about their local area and/or any Welsh links they have come across during their other lessons. Wales and the Welsh language is a major focus in Donaldson’s new curriculum for Wales, with the intentions to “create solid foundations for learning in Welsh” and “achieve a good understanding of the cultural life of Wales in the past and present” (Donaldson, 2015:115), I feel that having a designated area for pupils to be able to immerse themselves fully in Welsh would help them progress in this aspect of the curriculum. I have tactically placed it next to the Reading Corner, with the hope pupils would transition seamlessly to reading Welsh language books as well as English literature. In time, I would hope to be able to use Welsh medium books in ‘Reading Café’ sessions. Reading Café sessions are carried out in many schools across South Wales, and provide opportunities for families to be involved with school life, and to “spend time with their children reading a variety of books and engaging in literacy-based activities.” (Brackla Primary School, n.d.)

In this essay, I have discussed the impact of Lev Vygotsky’s theories on social constructivism and how, as a result of the concepts he wrote about at length during the 1920s and 30s has changed teachers’ pedagogies. Vygotsky has enabled teachers to use sociological theories about social development to create a new brand of teaching, and opened the door for researchers such as Carol Dweck. Dweck and her theories about the ability to change our mindsets in order to increase academic attainment – known as growth mindset – has been a talking point amongst researchers and teachers, causing a lot of debate about its effectiveness. From researching Vygotsky, Dweck and other professionals, as well as dwelling on my own experiences, I have been able to create my own learning environment that I believe will be suitable for future learners under the new and improved Donaldson curriculum.
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