There are many underlying factors which have both positive and negative impacts upon a child’s education and how a teacher, teaches. Education has been a pivotal area of research for decades. There are theorists such as Jean Piaget, Ivan Pavlov and Lev Vygotsky, who although their work may have taken shape some years ago, the theories of which they developed are still very much intact and in use in today’s education system. It has become apparent that learning is not concrete and the way in which we as professionals teach children needs constant development. With the introduction of Professor Graham Donaldson’s “Successful Futures” (Donaldson, 2015) fast approaching in Wales, teachers and professionals across the country are working together in the aim to perfect a learning system that seeks to develop the way in which we currently see education and teaching. For the purpose of this essay I aim to focus on a learning event that I have witnessed in a classroom. I intend to discuss how this links with both past and current literature and how this will have an impact upon my own future practice.  
Observation
My observation took place over two days, during which I spent time in both key stages within Reception, Year 2, Year 5 and Year 6 classrooms. The school in which I completed this observation has 481 pupils from the ages of 3-11 and is of 2 form entry.  Included in this number, are around 21% of children who are eligible for free school meals (which is above the average for Wales) and around 34% of pupils who are identified as having Additional Learning Needs (which is higher than the national average of 21%). Most pupils are of white British ethnicity and only a small few have English as an additional language (Estyn, June 2018). Before under-going the study, all ethical guidelines were taken into account and in accordance with BERA Guidelines, I have decided to anonymise the name of the school and the children/teacher who will be included throughout the study. Written consent was given to allow me to observe and take photos within my time there. 
The event that I witnessed happened in a year 2 classroom consisting of 29 pupils, although I have also witnessed similar techniques being used elsewhere both within the observed school and in other educational establishments and I intend to draw upon these other experiences within this essay. I have decided to centralize praise because it is a part of teaching and education that is very evident no matter which setting you may be within from the Foundation Phase right through to Key Stage 2 and further into Secondary School. Through observation and reading, I have discovered that like so many other aspects of education, there are both positives and negatives regarding the usefulness of praise and furthermore, that it is important to understand both sides of the debate (M, Bayat, 2010).
Whilst within one of two Year 2 classrooms, I was able to observe a magnitude of different situations, many of which included an aspect of praise and positive reinforcement in some aspect. One of the most prominent uses of praise I witnessed was a Group Reading session led by the class teacher. The group consisted of 6 children; all of lower ability. Within this group were 2 EAL children. One of which is 6 years old and English is her second language. At home both of her parents communicate with her predominantly in Spanish as at this time their English is still very limited. During this piece of work, the aforementioned child will be referred to as Child A. Another child within the group was described as having difficulties with his concentration span for example; in paying attention and staying on task. The teacher stated that although he would be able to read the book, his understanding may not be as evident and that he would need to be reminded frequently to pay attention and to “follow along” as his peers read (child B). Another child in the group (child C) was very quiet and reluctant to participate unless expressively called upon by the teacher. During this situation, I used note taking as a form of observation. I did not intend to focus on the three previously mentioned children, however they were the ones in which I noted as having the most obvious affect to the praise given by the teacher in this particular situation. 
I made an effort to include multiple observation techniques in my work to enable myself to gain a better more rounded view of the learning events witnessed. I was however limited to written observations and target child. Bold (2011) highlights how written observations are the most common form of observation technique used in the early years as it is a simple and effective way to ensure that information is recorded. This method usefully allows me to observe and record from a distance without intervening with the event, it does not however, guarantee that all information will be recorded as there are many distractions within a classroom which could lead to information not being recorded. 

The book the group were focusing on was “Mixing Muffins” by Emma Lynch which is part of the Bug Club Phonics set and is a level 4 ability book. The book is specifically designed to help children get a solid grasp upon phonics which are arguably the starting point of helping a child with learning to read.  class teacher focused more on the content of the book and building on prior knowledge. As specified in Professor Donaldson’s Successful Futures, (Donaldson, 2015) children should be supplied with experiences that allow them to make connections with real life situations; this was very evident with this session.  It was very noticeable that the children were beginning to sound out words and blend phonics, however that was not the emphasis of the session. The teacher in this session, used praise enthusiastically as often as possible. It was clear that doing this pushed the children to both seek more praise and work harder to attain it. 

Theory
Learning theory is knowledge that is acquired either through study, experience or being told. It is a continuous process that seeks to build upon what is already known. The role of the teacher in education changes depending on which theory you decide to concentrate on however the fundamentals remain the same; a teacher is there to facilitate exploration, to shape opportunities and to encourage children to take opportunities to expand their own learning. There are many different theories which continue to have an impact upon educational pedagogy. Geoff Petty (2009) argues that everyone wants/needs to learn in a different way. There are 3 main schools of thought that create the basis for which educational research surrounds to this day. Lev Vygotsky, Ivan Pavlov and Jean Piaget are leaders in their fields and have differing perspectives on learning theory in general. The Constructivist approach, The behaviourist approach and the Humanisitic approach all hold equal weight within theory, and many people within education find that they make connections with the theories and the way in which they work. 
Key theorists within the Constructivism theory include Bruner, Jean Piaget and Maria Montessori. The theories main argument explains how people are lone scientists who are actively seeking to make meaning of the things around them. Jean Piaget is arguably one of the most widely known theorists known to constructivism. Pritchard (2015) details how Piaget believed that we learn through cognitive conflict, meaning that we learn when our existing knowledge is challenged by new knowledge. Piaget observed his own children’s cognitive development and thinking and came to the conclusion that children actively seek to make sense of the world around them. Therefore, he argued that learning is the result of internal processes and not external stimuli. He furthers his theory by stating that children pass through stages in their learning and that certain things can only be learned at a certain stage in their development. Lev Vygtosky expanded the constructivism theory to argue that all cognitive functions span from social interaction and are then made sense of on an individual level, meaning that, again, learners actively are seeking to make meaning. He developed the Zone of Proximal Development (ZDP). This highlights the gap between what a child can do on their own and what a child is able to do with support. Vygotsky argues that a child will not be able to make the next step in their developmental stage unless they are supported in the ZPD. This can often be seen in classrooms as “scaffolding” and within this theory is seen as the predominant role of the adult within the classroom. 
The Humanisitic approach to education centres around the work of Abraham Maslow and Carl Rogers. One of the main aspects of the theory is that learning should be “person centred”. Many approaches that have been researched have this thought at it’s centre and all seek to engage the whole person.  Maslows Hieracrchy of needs 

Out of the 3 main theories (2 of which I have already briefly discussed) I feel as though my witnessed learning event lends itself most comfortably to the Behaviourists theory. The behaviourist’s approach is a learning theory that focuses on observable behaviours and discounts independent activities. Behaviour theorists define learning as the acquisition of new behaviour based upon environmental conditions; its main premise is that most human behaviour is learner through a continual process of responding to stimuli (Cherrington, R, 2000). The theory is most widely known for Pavlov’s work surrounding the experiments he conducted with dog’s (Pavlov, 1927). The basis of this featured the research information that dogs automatically salivate at the smell of food which is described as an unconditional response. He later discovered that by ringing a bell slightly before the dogs were due to eat (conditional stimulus) the dogs were soon salivating without the actual introduction of food. It has been furthered that this theory can be introduced into schooling. 
Furthering my research into the theory of behaviourism I have completed further reading into the use of praise and positive reinforcement within the classroom. There are arguments that both condemn and affirm praise and its effectiveness, allowing for a balanced over view.  
According to Brandon (1969) self-esteem is the most valuable aspect of a person's self.  He believed that if a person's self-esteem was built upon, said person would be able to reach targets once seen as impossible and that by praising a child, you are encouraging them to keep striving to reach this point. As an outcome of these arguments, he details that “praising became a vehicle to build self-esteem early on in a child.” Whilst observing, I could clearly see the effect that positive praise was having on the children within the focus group. After being told that what they were doing was “amazing” and being reassured by the teacher that she “knew they could do it” many of the children included in the group visibly started to seek more praise and encouragement by trying more obviously to gain a correct answer.
Roberts (2002:55) writes that praise needs to be a genuine recognition of efforts and achievement. She furthers this by arguing that we should only give credit to a child when it is due, otherwise the praise becomes empty and meaningless. If this continues, it can manifest in a child that praise is empty and will therefore have an opposite effect on self-esteem; knocking it down instead of building it up. In my observed event, the teacher used praise inline with Roberts thinking as she provided praise only when the child had achieved something she deemed to be of note or of a particular achievement. It was clear that the children did not find the praise provided to be artificial. Carol Dweck speaks similarly to Roberts in that she states that we should be careful in the way in which we as educators use praise, and the type of praise that we use. Dweck argues that as teachers, we are sometimes to focused upon praising children when they provide us with a correct answer. She expands on this by arguing that we should actually praise child for the effort they put into something and not gaining the correct outcome. Dweck continues this theory by saying that children begin to see their performance as a reflection of character, and therefore if they are only gaining positive responses from getting things right, their mindset and well being are greatly affected. She states that we should encourage children to:
· Love Challenges
· Be intrigued by mistakes
· Enjoy effort
· Keep learning
If we continue to only respond positively to correctness, are we having a detrimental effect on children’s ability to take risks in the fear that may get something incorrect? Dweck would argue that we are. 

Marion Dowling (2010 :21) discusses the argument that in a setting where adults are predominantly in control - such as a school setting – children can only respond. She continues to discuss how the educator’s actions are powerful in influencing how a child may develop. Some discuss how there is a distinct different between praise and encouragement. And although both may be useful whilst educating, encouragement may have a greater effect upon creating an actual desire to learn within the child whereas praise merely sits on the outside of a child – in their expressions. This introduces the fact that constant use of praise, although high in warmth, becomes low in regard to information offered to the child. If the praise is not precise and for a purpose thn it should not be given. Dowling continues this discussion by stating that by judging what behaviours get praise and what behaviour does not, we are restricting the child from forming their own views and through this we are creating children who are dependent on others rather than on themselves. She does create a very balanced opinion upon the use of praise as a whole by saying that if it is used correctly and efficiently, then praise can be particularly helpful for the child you may have in your class who is maybe not very highly motivated. Praise should be focused and used to allow children to be aware of exactly what they are being praised for, as when it is general and use too often, it can become meaningless even to the youngest of children. 

Negatively, if a child sees behaviour getting a positive response from the teacher they are more likely to mimic this in search for this same positive response from the adult. By doing this, the teacher has no way to tell if the answer they have been given is something the child actually understanding or if it is something that they have just repeated. 


To conclude, during the learning event that I witnessed it became apparent that if used in an appropriate way, praise can be used to both raise a child’s self-esteem and improve their well-being. It can also be used to encourage a child to keep trying and to “stick at it” which is highly linked with the use of metacognition within the classroom. After hearing just the slightest bit of praise, the children whom I observed were visibly of a better mood and were evidently putting more effort into their learning in search for further praise. This use of praise is similar to the way in which Ivan Pavlov and Skinner refer to the use of praise and operant conditioning in their theories. I intend to use this observation acquired knowledge to improve my future practice by trying to implement the same school of thought as both these theorists and the teacher whom I observed. Witnessing this good practice has provided with me with a basis upon which the ethos of my classroom shall revolve around. However, I also have become to feel as though looking at my classroom through the lens of one school of thought, could be detrimental to the development of my learners. All approaches (Humanistic, Behaviourist and Constructivist) make valid points and I feel as though combining certain aspects of the 3, would allow for a well-rounded approach. It would be unrealistic to suggest that I take all 3 as a whole and some of the theories involved contrast too greatly, however if I were to unpick and thread together aspects that would work cohesively, then I would be a greater facilitator for my learners. 
Learning Environment
[image: ]

Sean Macblain (2014) asked the question; “Why do young children gain success in one environment whilst experiencing failure in another?” He furthered this question by asking if learning environments are linked significantly to whether a child can gain success within education. There are vast differences in classroom environments throughout schools, clusters and even countries, so which are the most successful?
If the environment is right, children should be able to learn without adult intervention (Sylva, K. 2010). So what makes an environment right? How are we as teachers able to facilitate learning without interrupting, simply by making our classrooms as accessible and intriguing as possible. Our classroom environments should both encourage and foster a child’s independence; our aim should not be for the children to become reliant upon our instruction, but to flourish in an environment that enables this. My classroom will include a wealth of collaborative endeavors. To enable this, I will ensure that my provision will stimulate conversation between the learners in my classroom as children often make more progress as they learn from each other’s language models (Hamilton, M. Stuart, D. 1977)
In my plan for my “Ideal Learning Environment” (ILE) I have decided to concentrate on a Foundation Phase based classroom and I have included specific areas that I feel would be useful in the space. Having looked in depth at Donaldson’s Successful Futures I decided that my classroom would place great emphasis on the Four Purposes and the Seven Areas of Learning and Experience. It is important to consider the fact that children learn in different ways (Donaldson, 2015) and the provision within my classroom should reflect this. The four purposes as outlined in Successful Futures are to enable/encourage children to be: 
1. Healthy, Confident Individuals.
1. Enterprising, creative contributors
1. Ethical, informed citizens
1. Ambitious, Capable learners
These 4 purposes alongside the 6 Area’s of Learning and Experience should not be focused lessons but should be interspersed throughout all learning and should be planned into day-to-day activities. In a Foundation Phase setting, I intend to make this folded into the Enhanced Provision that I provide throughout different area’s in my classroom. 
In my opinion, classrooms should not be too brightly coloured or too cluttered. Although it is a positive to have learning displayed and materials on display to scaffold the learning, or to boost self-esteem, in some cases it can become too over stimulating (Fisher, A. Godwin, K. 2014). In general, classrooms are used for many different things, however, the main intent should be active learning. The classroom environment should allow maximum potential for information retention and also stimulate participation; too much happening in one room can therefore have the opposite effect lessening the effectiveness of your classroom as a tool for learning. However, L Biller (2002) expands upon this idea stating that if used correctly colour can help to stimulate the brain and improve memory, he furthers this however to say that it is often the pale colours such as beige, pale yellow or light blue that allow for an optimal learning and concentration in class. He cites Howard (2000) and furthers his argument by stating that bright colours can actually increase aggressive and inappropriate behaviour, particularly if the child is not of a sound emotional state. Taking this into consideration, I feel as though my ILE would undertake the Reggio Emelia approach. Part of this approach encompasses the classroom being referred to as the third teacher. The classroom should be aesthetically pleasing, and should allow collaboration to common goals (Whitebread, 2002). Within this approach learning environments are created by class teachers who listen to children’s ideas, provide them with choices in the classroom and access to materials on a daily basis that give them a level of independence that allow them to develop. Pupil voice should be a huge part of the classroom and this approach evidently encompasses this. 
In line with my observed learning event, I feel as though it will be important to include an aspect of making praise visible in my classroom. The school in which I was observing had an awards system that was spread efficiently throughout the whole school and that used a visible display that the children took ownership of; if given a reward – or a point – they had to display that point on the display board. It became obvious that the children relished gaining these rewards and took great pride in walking to the board and displaying their latest point. I would like to include something similar to this in my classroom, although I am aware there could be disadvantages to a system such as this. For example, it could become monotonous in the sense that it could be the same children gaining the points all the time, as it is easy to overlook some children or to keep rewarding the children that always speak up and always answer the questions. However, I still feel as though it is an interesting idea to consider for raising a child’s self-esteem. 
Children today are growing up in a world full of ever changing and developing ICT (Blatchford, 2002). In the upcoming curriculum for wales, there are 3 cross-curricular areas which consist of Language Literacy and Communication (LLC), Maths and Numeracy and Digital Competence. All three are supposed to be weaved effortlessly into all areas of learning and experience. As one of the cross-curricular areas, Digital Competence needs to be accessible to all areas of learning, therefore, having a designated area in my classroom where children can access different types of ICT with ease is essential. The Digital Competence Framework (DCF) details how Digital Competence can be defined and the set of skills, knowledge and attitudes that enable the confident, creative and critical use of technology. The DCF furthers this by stating that learners being digitally competent is essential if they are to be informed, capable citizens who have potential to be successful in society (DCF, 2018). Marilyn Leask (2004) agrees with this statement in that she argues that ICT helps children to learn transferable skills such as problem solving and communication skills which are useful in their current wider lives as well as their future endeavours. If used in an appropriate way ICT can stimulate creativity, improve achievement levels and develop skills the otherwise would fall stagnant. Blatchford and Whitebread (2002) state that ICT should add to practical experiences and not replace, adding that although ICT can be used for creative purposes (paint, HWB), we should not use this as an escape from using actual art supplies such as paint. Furthering this, they discussed how a child learning how to control a mouse can actually help to develop their fine motor skills and pen/paint brush control. 
Outdoor learning is becoming a progressively more important part of a child’s education. It promotes a natural curiosity to explore in a space that children are used to being in. Outdoor learning has many benefits such as allowing for multiple risk-taking opportunities as children tend to have a natural urge for risky play (Sandseter, E. 2009) and this means that you are able to provide children with these opportunities in an area where you can manage and control said risks. A study conducted in Llandogo Early Years nursery highlighted the benefit of outdoor learning strategies and how they teach children about the natural world and enhance their curiosity, social skills and wellbeing (Estyn, 2015). It is important however that outdoor learning, is not just taking learning that is inside, into an outdoor environment. It is important that you use what is around you naturally. In the previously mentioned study, it became apparent that the outdoor setting had a significant impact on children’s holistic development and risk taking – children were able to test boundaries with adults who were available to support only if needed (Estyn, 2015). Furthermore, it is argued that outdoor learning has a very noticeable affect on promoting children curiosity, and if looking at Donaldson’s 4 purposes, it has a very visible link to developing learners into healthy, confident individuals. (Donaldson, 2015). Some would even argue that outdoor learning is of equal importance as the learning that happens inside. For example, Jan White (2011) suggests that outdoor learning is essential and therefore should be given equal status, time and thinking as we would give to the indoors. 
Overall, I would like my learning environment to be a place that encompasses multiple uses and that is fit for all learners in my classroom. Ideally, it would fit into the upcoming successful futures curriculum and be able to support all 4 purposes and Area’s of Learning and Experience. After observing within a classroom and seeing how learners moods were effected by the appropriate use of praise, I have decided that having a visible method for displaying children’s achievements such as a display board or reward chart would be essential.
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