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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.’


During my bridging day I was placed in an inner-city school in Swansea. The English medium school had 384 pupils of which 33.6% of them were children who had access to free school meals. This is almost double the national average which lies at 18.9%. The school is working above the national average for pupils receiving their expected grades at the end of key stage 2 but slightly below that of foundation phase. In the year 6 class I observed, the majority of the class were working at a year 7 level (Schoolguide.co.uk, 2018).
Taking into consideration the guidelines produced by the British Educational Research Association (BERA, 2011), this essay will refer to the children observed as the ‘children’ and the teacher in the classroom as the ‘teacher’ to maintain anonymity.  
The event I observed was an activity based around the mental well-being of the children. It was calming exercise aimed at getting the children into a positive mindset, preparing them the lesson ahead. It showed a prime example of operant conditioning, demonstrating how previous reinforcements made the children behave in a manner in which the teacher intended.
	I recorded this information through a series of notes taken after the events. This unfortunately, was not the ideal way of recording the information as it was completely reliant on memory therefore may not have been completely accurate. I made a conscious effort to record my information in this way as I did not want the children’s behaviour to be affected because of their knowledge of the observation. This is referred to as the ‘Hawthorne Effect’ (Paradis and Sutkin, 2016) and may well have caused the children to behave better or worse than they would have done on a normal day. I would have liked to have recorded the session using a video camera so that none of the session was missed but owing to the safeguarding issues I decided against it. Alongside the safeguarding issues the video camera in the classroom may well have caused the ‘Hawthorne Effect’. 

My Observation

My observation began after an energetic physical education lesson. The children rushed to get changed pushing each other loudly down the hall. They then came back into the class with a lot of energy and it seemed like the children would be unable to concentrate on the academic work that had been planned. 
	Instead of this loud atmosphere continuing in the classroom, the children calmly sat silently down on the carpet, which was positioned on the far end of the classroom. The teacher then chose two pupils to lead the class meditation. I enquired with the teacher whether her choice of pupils was random or were they carefully selected. The teacher assured me that the choice was completely random and that any of the children in class were fully capable of leading the exercise.
	The two children sitting at the front of the class began by gaining the attention of their peers. They did by raising both of their hands in the air and waiting for the rest of the class to stop what they were doing and mimic them. Once the two children had gained the attention of the class they began to dictate instructions to them. They began by getting the class to stretch from their seated position. Once the children had stretched, the two pupils at the front told the children to close their eyes and concentrate on their breathing. The two children demonstrated and dictated to the class how they needed to regulate their breathing. One of the children said aloud ‘in two three four, out two three four’. These breathing instructions were aimed at getting the children to slow and regulate their breathing in order to relax. After a number of sets, the children in charge stopped talking and joined in with the rest of the class, relaxing themselves. At one point during the breathing section a child at the front noticed another child talking. They opened their eyes and quickly told them to stop talking and to close their eyes.
	Around the two-minute mark, the two pupils in charge of this breathing exercise brought it to a close. They then asked the children to engage in activities that would ensure that they were ready to pay attention to the teacher. These activities involved a number of ‘copy me’ actions where by the two children would demonstrate what they wanted their fellow pupils to do. The two children made sure not to make any of their actions too energetic as not to ‘reenergise’ the class. After a further two minutes the teacher thanked the two helpers and praised the good behaviour of the class. The teacher then began to tell the children what they were going to do for the rest of the afternoon in a purposefully soft voice. 
Throughout the whole session the children did not appear to be experiencing anything that they hadn’t seen before. This was reinforced by the teacher telling me that these sorts of sessions are perpetuated throughout the school. The children had been trained to respond to the sessions in the manner I had observed. The foundation phase sessions were teacher led until the children were fully capable of running the sessions themselves. During the earlier stages, the teacher leading the sessions gave frequent praise to the children when they were able to sit down calmly to begin their meditation. Skinner (1938) would describe this as a prime example of operant conditioning. The children were able to associate the praise they received from the teacher with sitting calmly. This positive reinforcement encourages the children to continue the good behaviour in order to receive further praise.
The teacher in the classroom continued to tell me that the sessions are used to allow the students to calm themselves without adult intervention. It was their hope that once these strategies were fully imbedded into the children’s psyche they would be able to independently decide when and how to apply them.  It was the goal of the school that the children would in time, think about how they were feeling and act accordingly. 
Although these sessions were primarily used to calm the children down there are a number of other ways in which they could be used and applied. Rather than simply getting the children to calm down after an energic session, they could be used as a quiet time for the children to reflect therefor developing mental well-being strategies. It could be a time for the children to focus on how they were feeling in during different situations and reasons for why they might be feeling that way. The children would be able to improve their own mental well-being by understanding and reflecting upon the point in which they are at. Baer (2006) suggests that mindfulness-based intervention sessions like this would have a huge impact on a multitude of different social disorders such as anxiety, depression and anger management issues. 
Once the session was over the teacher directed me to a chart in a year 3/4 class (figure 1). The children placed their pegs on different places on the chart depending on how they were feeling. The aim of this chart is to get the children thinking about how about they are feeling and why they might be feeling that way. This early and passive development of emotional metacognition is what could form the foundation for the sessions of well-being in the upper stages of the school.
I decided to focus on this learning event as it demonstrated a good example of operant conditioning.  A theory first described by Skinner (1939) operant conditioning is a way of encouraging or discouraging certain behaviours. Conditioning was first described by Pavlov when he was able to train a dog to salivate (Pavlov and Thompson, 1910). This later became known as classical conditioning or Pavlovian conditioning. Pavlov was able to train a dog by associating a natural reflex that the dog already had to food with the sound of a ringing bell. This is what differentiates classical conditioning from the operant conditioning that I observed. Whereas classical conditioning uses natural reflexes, operant conditioning works with voluntary behaviours. 
During the session I observed the children were continuing to show the behaviour wanted by the teacher without needing to be constantly reminded. The children had learned over the years that if during the sessions they calmed down then they would receive praise. If they didn’t behave then they would not receive the praise or conversely, they would receive a punishment. 
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Figure 1: A chart in a year 3/4 class for the children to assess and acknowledge their emotional state.


Learning Theories

The Mental Health Foundation states that roughly 1 in 10 children and young people are suffering with mental health problems. These range from anxiety and depression to eating disorders and post-traumatic stress disorders. The fact that 70% of these children and young people who are suffering with mental health problems will not receive the appropriate care is increasingly worrying (Mental Health Foundation, 2018). It is often easy to over-look a child suffering with mental health issues as unlike physical issues there are no evident signs. Children today are under an increasing amount of stress and pressure. The emphasis we place on exams leads to exam anxiety, not to mention the influences that can affect children beyond the classroom such as bullying and family issues. With 75% of all mental illnesses developing before the age of 18 it is vital that we pick up on symptoms and provide the necessary interventions at an early age, before their conditions become critical (Lamb, 2018). 
The world health organisation defines mental health as being the ability to cope with the normal stresses of everyday life whilst still being able to contribute to society (Who, 2018). 
In the foundation phase well-being and mental health is dealt with in ‘personal social development, well-being and cultural diversity’ which is one of the seven areas of learning. It Is at the core of the foundation phase curriculum and is compulsory. In key stage 2 well-being is dealt with differently, as it is a part of the curriculum for physical education. Although one of the four main parts of PE, it is currently only represented as a section of physical education. The ‘personal and social education framework for 7 to 19-year-olds in Wales’ also aims at developing responsibility for keeping their body and mind healthy and safe in key stage 2 (Welsh Assembly Government, 2008). 
There is a recurring theme throughout the evidence used to create the Donaldson Report which was the importance of mental health. As well as caring for the children physically, we also need to care for the children’s emotional and mental health (Donaldson Report, 2015). The need for children who can take control of their own mental well-being is highlighted in the Donaldson Report which groups the curriculum into four purposes. One of which is that the curriculum should develop ‘healthy, confident individuals’ by doing this schools should pay particular attention to mental health and well-being (Donaldson Report, 2015). Donaldson’s review will see to it that mental health and well-being are at the heart of the curriculum in Wales. It aims to amalgamate all the existing documentation regarding health and well-being into one cohesive document, as everything relating to well-being is currently spread out over a number of documents. 
The learning event I witnessed was a short session aimed at calming the children down after an invigorating PE lesson. I feel this session this could have been used in a much more effective way. The session could have focused more on well-being instead of only utilising the session as a simple breathing exercise. These sessions have the potential to  be used as a quiet time where the children can develop strategies that would assist them in times of stress and mental anxiety. These sessions can also train children to look out for the positives in their life rather than focusing on the negatives.  Mindfulness helps children to direct their attention more efficiently which in turn improves their cognitive abilities. There are benefits within a social environment. Through mindfulness children can gain a better understanding of how to manage relationships and how they work.
Bronfenbrenner’s states in his theory of development that the school environment is in the microsystem. This is the area that the child has direct contact with (Bronfenbrenner, 1979).  How a child interreacts with this environment will have a huge impact on their future and how they grow. If we can nurture the child in this environment and develop an appreciation for well-being, then it could give them a greater positive self-image and the skills needed to deal with feelings that they otherwise might be unable to understand. 
Many programs exist within a school environment that can assist with teaching mindfulness. One program is the ‘Mindfulness in Schools Project’; promoting mindfulness in schools and making a positive difference to the mental health and well-being of children (Mindfulness in Schools Project, 2018). An interview on their website shows the impact that these sessions can have and just how important they are (Mindfulness in Schools Project Interview, 2018). In the interview the child speaks of how she often finds herself struggling with anxiety and anger and just how much well-being exercises have helped her to cope. She talks about the ease of these exercises and how she can perform them privately without her peers knowing. To hear such a young child being able to evaluate their feelings shows the extent of how much these sessions and similar ones help proving that before an emotional issue can be resolved it first needs to be understood.
During my observation I saw a result of operant conditioning, as first described by Burrhus Frederic Skinner. Operant conditioning is different to the classical conditioning described by Pavlov (1897/1902) because instead of working with involuntary reflexes it solely relies on voluntary responses. Pavlov was able to prove his theory on conditioning by training a dog to salivate to the sound of a bell. Watson and Rayner felt that Pavlov’s research needed to be taken further to find out whether or not his theories could also relate to people. The two used a child, who was referred to as ‘little Albert’, to replace the dog in Pavlov’s initial experiments. During the experiments ‘little Albert’ was exposed to loud noises which he caused him to cry. ‘Little Albert’ was then exposed to a rat which caused no ill effect. Both the rat and the loud noise were repeatedly presented to Albert until eventually he began to associate the rat with the loud noise and would cry at the sight of the rat alone (Watson and Rayner, 1920). The two had successfully proven that Pavlov’s theory of conditioning could be transferred to humans. 
Skinner was able to prove his theory on conditioning by using a rat which he had trained to push a lever (Skinner, 1938). Unlike the natural reflex in Pavlov’s conditioning, Skinner relied on the voluntary and natural action of the rat and it’s want of the food it was being provided. 
Skinner believed that when a behaviour is followed by a pleasant experience then that behaviour is likely to be repeated (Skinner, 1939). By providing a positive reinforcement in the form of praise the children quickly learnt that if they sat quietly on the carpet then they would once again receive praise. This is an example of positive reinforcement and comes from giving a positive response after a desired behaviour. Operant conditioning can also be used through negative reinforcement. In the example in the classroom the desired behaviour may have also been strengthened through negative reinforcement. Through negative reinforcement the children might not receive a longer play if they were not quiet and calm during the sessions. This would in turn encourage the children to continue to behave well in order to not have the shorter break. An alternative way to encourage the positive behaviour is through the use of punishment. In Skinners method of operant conditioning punishment is used to remove weak and undesirable behaviour. In the circumstance I observed a deduction of break could have been used when the children were rowdy during the calming session. This punishment would then have been removed when the children behaved well.
The use of punishment in Skinners operant conditioning can cause a number of problems on top of the behavioural issues. Due to the nature of punishment children can begin to associate the fear of said punishment with school. This in turn could manifest itself into a fear of school which would then have effects on the well-being of the children in the class. Punishment is not the most efficient form of operant conditioning because unlike positive or negative reinforcement it does not guide the children towards the correct behaviour, punishment merely teaches the children how not to behave. Alongside this the children can begin to associate this idea of punishment with achieving goals. This can lead to undesirable effects later on in life as a child might associate aggressive action with problem solving. 
Operant conditioning is ever present in our lives and without it we would be unable to grow and develop. Without the praise and encouragement received from parents would we ever learn to walk or talk? The withdrawal affects that we get from caffeine and drugs provides us with a negative reinforcement, by taking the stimuli the negative effects of withdrawal are removed. Even with something so simple as stubbing your toe on a corner, the punishment received means we are unlikely to repeat the same action again. Operant conditioning is one of the driving forces behind everything we do as human beings, and in the classroom, it does not seem to be different. 
In conclusion, the learning event that I witnessed showed how operant conditioning can be used to condition children in a classroom to behave in a manner that is desirable. I conclude that the most effective form of conditioning is through the use of positive and negative reinforcement. This not only explicitly shows the children how to behave but also leaves less room for negative affects to take place after punishment. 
After observing the learning event, I discovered how much of an opportunity was available to provide a well-being session. Considering the vast amount of well-being issues that children are affected by, well-being sessions are something that I will be bringing into my own classroom in the future. I hope to equip the children with the right tools to understand and deal with their own well-being before they become critical. 
Through the combined observation of others and development of my own ideal learning environments, I have been able to research practices that I believe to be of great importance in the classroom. Research into the role of ICT, pupil voice and the stress relief that animals can provide has enabled me to understand the advantages and disadvantages that can come with these aspects. I hope that with the added knowledge that has come from my research over the course of this essay I will be able to improve my teaching and provide the children with the best possible experience and equip them with the skills needed to become active learners.

My Ideal Learning Environment

The use of ICT (information and communications technology) in classrooms is an almost unlimited resource available to teachers and pupils. A resource that has become even more relevant since Donaldson ‘Successful Futures’ report was published in 2015. In his report Donaldson states that in the current climate we live in, digital competency is becoming more and more of a fundamental skill required to be successful in learning and life. He recommended that digital competency be given the same status and importance as numeracy and literacy. It would be irrational then to not place an emphasis on ICT and the development of digital competence within my classroom. ICT in the classroom will also help to satisfy the need for digital competency to be cross-curricular which was recommended by Donaldson (2015). 
The use of ICT in a classroom has a number of benefits. Firstly, it has been proven to have a positive motivational effect on boys in a classroom, while at the same time not having a negative effect on girls. It is believed that the use of ICT allows boys to transition from burst patterns of work to more persistent patterns (Passey et al., 2004) allowing for more consistent and rounded learning. 
The use of ICT can also have a positive impact on the behaviour of pupils in a class as it is something that is usually enjoyed by the majority of pupils (Passey et al., 2004). However, the reasons why ICT is being used needs to be considered as not all ICT use is created equal. Research has shown that different effects on students’ learning can be gained through the use of different ICT resources whether they are positive or negative (Cox and Marshall 2007). It is important to realise that ICT is not simply a key that can open all doors and force learning to follow. The mere presence of ICT does necessarily mean improvements to the learning experience will occur. The assumption that because children enjoy using ICT, learning will be improved is a false (Livingstone 2012).
Through ICT I believe another key skill can be established; the ability to type. Lubbe, Monteith and Mentz (2006) state that the proficiency and skill with a keyboard is just as advantageous to a learner as a pocket calculator is to a mathematician. 
If we are to give digital competency the same status as we do literacy, then we need to begin to value proficiency in typing as highly as we regard the skill of handwriting. As we begin to move more and more into the world which sees handwritten notes as archaic, we need to understand that ineffective keyboarding skills will eventually lead to future issues. If a child is concentrating on where keys are on a keyboard, then they are not fully engrossed in their thought process, thus they are not fully engaged. The ability to type has to be well established in muscle memory much like we establish the muscle memory of handwriting. Some children also struggle with handwriting and the option for them to type instead of writing can provide them with a much-needed confidence boost. However, I do not agree that typing should completely replace handwriting as a skill as it is vital and required throughout life.
My ideal classroom will allow the children to have constant access to laptops. The lightweight nature of the laptops will allow children to take them with them where ever the lesson takes place. It also negates the need for trips to a dedicated computer laboratory. An iPad would be the ideal piece of technology as with its touch screen and almost instant boot up it is much more tactile and user friendly. A downside to iPads is that they do not help to improve the typing ability of the pupils. iPads could still be used for dedicated apps but as a whole in my classroom I would like the majority of to be done on a laptop.
The use of laptops will allow children to develop through a constructivist approach. The hope is that children will build on their previous knowledge both independently and collaboratively allowing them to focus on topics that they want to learn and thus make meaning of what they already know. Vygotsky (1987, p211) put an emphasis on the importance of collaboration and stated that if a child can work on a topic collaboratively then tomorrow theoretically they will be able to work on it independently. The use of laptops will also allow children to develop alongside the theory of scaffolding (Wood, Jerome, Bruner and Ross 1976). The child will be able to achieve tasks that they would otherwise be unable to complete unassisted, either through assistance from the teacher, a peer or assistance from the laptop via the internet. As well as this constructive approach the use of laptops will also allow children to develop through a humanistic approach. As Holt (Costly, 2011) believed, children are naturally curious and want to discover how things work. The ability to pick up a laptop at any time and discover information about whatever they want will allow them to develop knowledge and research skills with higher levels of motivation and engagement.
Through the use of laptops, the children will also be able to access another key factor in my ideal learning environment – pupil voice. Article 12 of the Convention of the rights of the Child states that ‘When adults are making decisions that affect children, children have the right to say what they think should happen and have their opinions ‘taken into account’ (UN General Assembly, 1989). In my classroom pupils will play an active role in their own learning. Through this approach children will be able to participate in inquiry-based learning. A question will be posed to the children and they will decide what they want to find out, then they have the means necessary to independently obtain the information. As the children have picked questions that they want to answer they will hopefully be much more engaged in what they are doing. The children during this approach are very much the ‘lone scientist’ that Piaget described.  The teacher should be involved in this process as little as possible thus allowing the children to challenge their own experiences and build on their own knowledge (Piaget, 1972). This style of learning is also in line with Montessori’s theory of education in that the children’s learning is all self-directed and knowledge is gained through collaboration without major teacher involvement (Montessori Education (UK), 2018). Successful Futures specifically mentions the need to engage the interest of all children in communication about their own learning (Donaldson, 2015). By talking to the pupils and finding out the topics that they find interesting I can hopefully successfully engage all the children in my class.
By listening to the children’s voice, I will be able to assess my own teaching style within the classroom. As each child and class are different it is very important to listen to the children and find out how they respond to different stimuli. Some children and classes may prefer a more structured lesson whereas others may prefer the freedom that comes with something like inquiry-based learning. In a classroom that actively listens to pupil voices, children can improve their listening skills and their ability to communicate with others. Another important skill they can develop is the ability and importance to compromise. With a class full of different opinions and needs, the children will learn that compromises need to be accepted in order for things to progress.
My perfect learning environment will also have a range of animals for the children to interact with. Life and death are two very difficult topics for children to understand and having animals in a classroom can help curious children deal with such big questions. Animals with relatively short life expectancies allow us to effectively raise these topics in a natural way. Pets in the classroom help children to understand and develop responsibilities. Children will have to take turns to clean and care for the animals in the classroom. Through this care the children will in turn develop an appreciation for nature, which according to some authorities, if not developed early then there is a risk that the respect and appreciation will never be developed (White, 2004).  
Research into the health benefits of animal interactions has provided mixed results throughout the scientific community. It has been shown that interaction with animals can have a positive effect on a person’s stress levels and decrease blood pressure. It has also been shown that animals can help provide social support to individuals and boost their mood (Hicklin and Piazza, 2018). Some research suggests that without stimulation from nature and relying on purely human environments it can have a negative effect on our health and vitality (Stilgoe, 2001). 
Studies conducted by Plymouth and Exeter University suggest something as simple as a fish tank can have a positive impact on health and wellbeing (Cracknell, 2015). With this in mind my ideal learning environment would feature a tunnel to our own personal aquarium. Children could go and visit the aquarium if they are having difficulties managing their stress levels or need to go somewhere where they can relax and have some time to themselves. 
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