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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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	Module Learning Outcomes 
(from module syllabus)

	
1.	understand, synthesise and evaluate the main theories that underpinning learning, behaviour and assessment in the primary school
2.	reflect critically on how learning theories inform the planning and provision of high quality learning environments, demonstrating a clear understanding of how theory and practice are interrelated
3.	organise knowledge and learning through the use of a range of information sources, and present work appropriately.
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This section details the extent to which the assessment criteria are demonstrated by you, which in turn determines your mark. The marks available for each category of skill are shown. Lecturers will use the space provided to comment on the achievement of the task(s), including those areas in which you have performed well and areas that would benefit from development/improve.
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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.
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Learning is simple and ubiquitous part of human nature, the whole world is based around learning and for teaching to be successful children need to be enthusiastically involved (Siry and Brendel, 2016). Darling-Hammond states (2000), in order for children to learn, high quality teaching is a necessity and it is recognised as the most fundamental schooling factor for increasing children’s development and achievement. Therefore, it is essential for us as teachers to prepare high quality work for children, be exemplary role models and demonstrate the very best practice (Zemelman et al., 2005). Similarly, the Sutton Trust (2014) identify six components of great teaching (Figure 1). If teachers, consider these components in practice, then it is hopeful for effective pedagogy and learning to take place. Linked with high quality teaching are a range of factors that influences the learning, these are factors such as learning styles, exploratory talk, questioning, metacognition and many more (Chetty, Friedman and Rockoff, 2012). The influences have been devised from a range of influential theorists such as Vygotsky, Piaget and Dewey, who all have various viewpoints on teaching and learning (Halpenny and Patterson, 2014). According to Rieser et al., (2016) metacognitive strategies are extremely fundamental in the learning environment. Metacognition strategies can be supported through direct instruction from the teacher or also by different learning activities. The learning event that I observed relates to different learning strategies and how these associate to children as learners, the event will be discussed throughout my essay linking to literature and theorists, this will hopefully help me improve and develop in my own practice through the light of this.  
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Figure 1. The Six identified components of great teaching by the Sutton Trust (2014). Those shaded in blue have strong evidence of high impact on student outcomes and the rest are moderate. Taken from the Sutton Trust (2014). 

The learning event that I am going to discuss took place in a rural Primary School located in South Wales. The school has around 410 pupils between the age of three to eleven and around 35% of these children are eligible for free school meals. In their last inspection in 2014 their overall performances and prospects scored ‘good’ (Estyn, 2014). When completing this observation, it was fundamental to follow BERA’s guidelines (2011) as it provides ethical and correct ways to carry out research. Before any observations took place I ensured to make the head teacher, teacher and children aware what was happening that day and explained the reason why, in order for the children to understand. The head teacher and teacher were extremely helpful in supporting me and gave me permission to take field notes. My learning event took place in a year two class and the observation covered two children and the class teacher. Anonymity is fundamental during this process so pseudonyms will be used to protect the children’s and teacher’s identity. 

Furthermore, in relation to my learning event I was able to witness positive learning strategies. The children had been learning about the different ways to make the number six. During that lesson the teacher gave the children a problem solving question about aliens, the three aliens each had a different number of eyes (Zog- one eye, Pog, two eyes and Nog- three eyes). The children then had a number of different prompts and props such as whiteboards, numicon and visual images of the aliens on their tables in order to make as many sums that add up to the number six. The aim of this activity was for the children to gain an understanding on how you can add the three numbers together in different ways to make six. What I found most interesting was how each child understood the problem, but in different ways. I was fortunate enough to capture a conversation between two children and the teacher. Within their conversation the two children were trying to express which learning style they liked the best and why. Below is a transcript of the conversation between the two children and the teacher (Figure 2). 

Teacher: ‘Come on then boys stop fussing, why don’t you both try different and see what you prefer, you can both help each other then and work together’.
Child y: ‘Miss look; I can do it like you on the whiteboard’
Teacher: ‘That is amazing (child y), you have got your thinking cap on today, da iawn, dojo point for you. Do you think you can get to 6 using another way? Why don’t you try using the pictures with zog, pog and nog on?’
Child x: ‘Miss, miss look, I can do it using these’ (the child did not actually make any sums adding to 6, he just made patterns with the numicon)
Teacher: ‘Good try Child x, you have made lovely patterns and shapes but that’s not our task right now is it, you need to add the aliens eyes up and make the number 6. Why don’t you try and use the pictures like child y to see if it is an easier way?’
Child y: ‘This way is too hard miss, I like the whiteboards because you can draw as well’.
Teacher: ‘Well done for trying though Child y, maybe try a different method now to see if that is easier for you. Child x can still try using the pictures though because he may find it easier. It is nice to see you all trying different ways to help you, well done’.
Child x: (5 minutes later) Miss have I done it right? (shows teacher 3 different ways with the images)
Teacher: oohh lets have a look, 2+2+2=6, 3+2+1=6 and 1+1+1+1+1+1=6. Da iawn child x, you have made 3 different ways and they are all right. Let’s take a picture of you on the iPad, I think you deserve a dojo point for that hard work.

Figure 2. Transcript of the conversation between the two children and teacher. 

To observe this particular learning event a descriptive method was used. This method was useful as I was able to literally note take and write everything down that the children done when taking part in the problem solving activity. According to Fawcett (2009) this is the simplest form of observations and it requires no advance preparations. My other option was to record the children, although I would have had to take more in to consideration such as interrupting the children in order for me to start the recording. By using the descriptive method, it allowed the observation to be completely natural and spontaneous, I was able to get a clear vision of the children. Even though the descriptive method was most beneficial for my observation there are limitations to the method, just like any other. It is hard to judge how much notes to actually take, a mass of unbeneficial notes are always written as it is difficult when in the moment. Bradford (2011) states, you have to be realistic and it is important to stay focused in order to point out the core elements of the area you are concentrating on. This does prove difficult as you need to write everything down as quickly as possible, you can not pause what the child is doing. 

In relation to theory, social cognition is heavily based on the observation method that I chose. Theorists such as Bronfenbrenner, Piaget and Vygotsky view natural observations as the most influential factor for children’s development (Palaiologu, 2008). By choosing a descriptive method I did not have to disrupt the children in any way and they were able to learn in their natural environment comfortably. Where as if we relate to theory such as Behaviourism, they look more closely to controlled observations such as, choosing what child they want to observe according to preference and particular and beneficial reasons (Palaiologu, 2012). There are benefits to controlled observations as it allows us to gain stronger conclusions as to what you are trying to find out. Although, in relation to what I wanted to find out, a social cognition approach was more valuable, as I was able to see a more realistic way of learning and teaching and this will be extremely effective for my future practice.  

The reason why I have chosen this learning event is because I believe it demonstrates positive and significant learning strategies, it showed that all children are learners but in different ways. The teacher was extremely effective in demonstrating this to ensure all the children understood, it has certainly encouraged me to use diverse strategies in my own future practice to meet the needs of all children. Numerous people have advocated that children learn successfully through this kind of concept (Honey and Mumford 1992; Riding and Rayner 1998). According to Grigg (2015) ninety-three percent of UK teachers believe children’s learning is enhanced if they are taught in their preferred style of learning, Visual, Auditory or Kinaesthetic. These are seen as the most popular styles of learning and with that percentage being such a high number, learning styles are clearly seen by many as successful. Pritchard (2014), supports this as he believes that it is essentially a preferred way of learning and it is critical as it can depend on how the learning of the child proceeds and develops. If teachers provide children with a variety of learning styles persistently then it is hopeful that all children will gain an understanding of knowledge just through different ways of learning. However, it is also useful to understand that even though learning styles can be positive in determining children’s learning, it is important not to assign a learning style to an individual as it can be just like a fixed trait (Reid,2005). So in this case, many would argue that even though children do have learning preferences they should not be necessarily fixed because it is crucial for children to learn in different ways, we should assess where the weaknesses exist and support the children to improve for their future (Komarraju et al., 2011).  In relation to my learning event, I do not think it should be viewed in a negative way as the teacher was only doing this to ensure the whole class understood the problem solving activity. All of the children still had to try all the diverse learning styles around the class room, even if they had a favoured style. I feel this is particularly important to state, as the teacher ensured to create an inclusive educational context for all and it worked well, even though this can sometimes be challenging to do so.  

When looking back at the dialogue between the two children and the teacher it is clear to see that she was praising the children repetitively, even if they had it wrong. She ensured that both the children tried the three different strategies in order for them to gain a clear understanding. Even though I only captured the conversation with two children, the teacher encouraged this right across the classroom. In figure 2 you can see that the teacher encourages the different learning styles as she praises child y for completing the sums on the whiteboard but then she questions him to see if he can use a different style to create more. She says the same to child x and supports them to discover their preferences to ensure they understand. In my opinion, this displays an extremely passionate teacher. She ensures to promote her desires for the children to learn, she clearly finds that it is important for them to recognise these sums and she has a strong inclination to advance their learning. She plans the various styles of activities in order for them to achieve their greatest (Carbonneau et al., 2008). Furthermore, the way in which the teacher motivates the children to try all of the learning styles is also effective and shows great teaching. As Grigg (2015) states that to learn you should not just rely on one approach. Teachers should not focus on children’s preferences, they need to encourage children to be flexible and active learners to keep them motivated and engaged in their learning (Goldstein and Bauml, 2012). Edgar Dales cone of experience (Figure 3) can support this view as his model incorporates several views relating to the learning process. He says that children ‘learn by doing’, what is known today as experiential or active learning and if this is implemented learning results will increase by ninety percent. The teacher uses a number of resources to assist her active learning strategies and according to Dales cone of experience, the further you progress down the cone, the greater the children’s learning will become (Dwyer, 2010).    
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Figure 3. Cone of Experience showing the percentages of different styles of learning. Taken from 

Many diverse theorists and researchers have views on how children learn and develop and they can be closely linked to my learning event, learning strategies. In relation to my observation the teacher appeared to take a constructivist approach. Constructivists such as Piaget believe that children should explore their learning rather than being told the right answer by the teacher (Ruffina and Ahmed Bawa, 2012). This view represents the teacher as a facilitator rather than an instructor. Reeve (2006), expresses that the quality of the learning depends on how supportive the teacher is whilst teaching the children. When observing, the teacher facilitated the children in exploring new learning styles and ‘scaffold’ their approach to ensure they could manage the task and understand the same time. By allowing children to discuss and discover the answer for themselves is showing the teacher follows a great constructivist belief (Parr, 2011). However, even though a constructivist believes in learners exploring the answer for themselves, it is fundamental to also note that direct teaching is also helpful and effective for teaching. Direct teaching is not inappropriate and can be useful. There needs to be a balance in the way teachers teach to ensure effective teaching is always being demonstrated (Marshall, Smart and Alston, 2016). 

Moreover, Piaget’s work on cognitive constructivism is deeply valued and influential for researchers and professionals today. Piaget continued to study learning and teaching and his view on intellectual development provides teachers with guidance which regards levels of complexity for children’s stages of learning (Simatwa, 2010). He emphasises the importance of active learning and favours the expression ‘construction rather than instruction’. Just like the teacher have done during my observation, Piaget was convinced that children’s learning is enhanced when they actively complete tasks (Piaget, 1976). Likewise, a constructivist perspective emphasises the importance of problem solving and self directed tasks. Piaget provides theory and positive ideas to ensure that this kind of pedagogy is central to learning and development (Halpenny and Petterson, 2014). This style of learning is fully supported by the teacher that I observed, she provided props and visual aids for the children to construct their understanding. Piaget is fully influential within this role as he believes that children direct their learning through the assistance of objects. Most teachers follow the Piagetian principle and Donaldson absolutely encourages hands on learning, he believes that professionals should plan carefully and use useful resources in order to reflect pupil’s interests to guarantee that their skills are extending and learning is developed (Estyn, 2017). Furthermore, even though Piaget’s theory is extremely influential it has been criticised also. Underestimating children’s abilities has come across as one of the most common criticisms (Crossland, 2015). He believes children are at different stages in their development and have different abilities, although many would argue that children acquire their abilities at an earlier stage than Piaget suspects (Lourenco and Machado, 1996). It is important to challenge children and motivation is key in order for them to reach their potential. In my learning event the use of the different learning styles provides a challenge for children as some found the activities more difficult than others. Teachers should certainly be mindful of Piaget’s stages of development as it is till effective and relevant in today’s teaching, although his theory should not be focused on too rigidly as challenges and risks for children are positive factors in maximising chances for children’s learning and development (Welsh Assembly Government, 2010).  
Furthermore, alongside Piaget’s theory related to cognitive constructivism there are many others that support aspects of learning. Social Constructivism is another influential theory that supports my learning event. Lev Vygotsky is closely associated with social constructivism and is seen as one of Piaget’s contemporaries. His most influential development within education is the notion of the zone of proximal development (ZPD). ZPD describes the gap between what a child can do alone and the potential of a child if there is someone who can help and support them (Mooney, 2013). For example, someone who is more knowledgeable and experienced such as an adult or possibly another child. In my learning event the teacher and two children show a great example of this happening. Even though the teacher encourages the children to independently find the best learning style that suits them, the children are working in partners. The teacher possibly put them in these specific partners as she knew that one child could support the other child more when trying to understand the activity. It is clear to see from the transcript that the two children both preferred diverse styles, although it was useful for them to work together as they were able to collaborate and support each other by explaining how they solved their answers. Vygotsky clearly supports this idea as he believes that learners learn and improve by working alongside others (Tayebipour and Tajeddin, 2015) and The language used to interact with others also contributes to the cognitive development of children as they are being provided with opportunities to actively communicate and gather each others views and ideas (Nyikos and Hashimoto, 1997). Saeed (2017) suggests, it is supporting each individuals zone of potential as children who are more capable than others are able to provide new ways of thinking and new means of understanding in order to support their peers. However, it is important to consider that the more capable children are also provided with a challenge and ensure that they have opportunities to work with children who can provide them with new ideas and information too. By continuously changing who the children work with will prevent this implication and it is then hopeful that the whole class is being provided with opportunities to ensure their teaching and learning is effective (Grigg, 2015). I will ensure to use this cognitive approach in my future practice as evidence suggests that many practitioners use it and it is extremely useful in supporting children’s learning, although I will make sure to take in to consideration that it is useful to alter who the children work with constantly.


My Learning Environment 

The vast majority of a child’s time is spent in a classroom environment. This is where they will be expected to learn the numerous skills deemed necessary for them to achieve success in the future. As the classroom is such an important place of growth and development, it is vital to understand the ways in which to affect this environment in order to gain maximum effectiveness in instruction (Grubaugh and Houston, 2013). Therefore, my ideal learning environment will be explored and effective pedagogical principles will be discussed in this section. 

The great outdoors is an essential and fundamental area within my learning environment. Outdoor spaces are a widespread educational priority so it is important to create a rich and vibrant outdoor environment that can provide natural and meaningful activities for children. This is where they are able to enthusiastically and joyfully adopt to their learning development effectively (Austin, 2007). According to the Welsh Assembly Government (2009), outdoor learning is a vital element and enhances all aspects of a child’s development. However, it is important to understand that outdoor learning is not just taking indoor activities outside. The activities need to be planned effectively to ensure it provides opportunities and enhances a child’s knowledge through the value of experiences outdoors (Dillon et al. 2006). Wilhelmsson, Ottander and Lidestav (2015) supports this as they suggest that children always recall activities outdoors. Although also suggesting, that it does not mean that it was effective learning, as sometimes the time could be more usefully spent inside the classroom. This is why it is significant to understand that for children to achieve and develop through the outdoors, it requires careful and inclusive planning that involves subject knowledge and positive experiences. 

The theory of flow can be closely associated to the outdoors. Theory suggests that flow can be considered through a balance between challenges and skills. Through intense focus and involvement optimal learning takes place. This is why it is important for children to be interested and absorbed in the activities created by the teacher (Egbert, 2004). According to Estyn (2016) Rosett House Nursery shows positive and encouraging development from outdoor learning experiences. There is continuous change in the activities used in the outdoor environment to ensure they are stimulating and exciting to meet the needs of the whole of the foundation phase. The flexibility of activities used and the valuable planning that is put in to the outdoors certainly supports children’s development and new and exciting innovative learning experiences are exhibited every day. In relation to my learning environment, I will ensure to change activities frequently in the outdoors in order for the children to stay engrossed. My idea of the mud kitchen devised from my observation, it will allow them to explore alongside the other activities and the playground and treehouse area will allow them to take risks and discover the natural world around them.  

Role play will also be an essential area within my learning environment. This area will change every time our class topic changes. Within the poster our class topic was all about plants so our role play area was a garden centre, this will hopefully assist the children in using real life experiences in relation to the topic. Children’s imagination and creativity is truly developed through role play as they are given opportunities to act out roles and real experiences (Welsh Government, 2008). According to the Donaldson report (2015), he clearly supports this view. He believes the new curriculum should have four purposes and one of these purposes include being enterprising, creative contributors. If role play and other creative activities are provided for children in the learning environment, it is hopeful for them to gain more of an understanding of life and the working world (Welsh Government, 2015). 

The use of ICT in enhancing teaching and learning is widespread and it is at the centre of education. There is great emphasis on Teachers having to adopt ICT in to their teaching frequently (Shengru, Shinobu and Jun-ichi, 2018). In my learning environment I will ensure to follow this and integrate ICT in to my lessons on a daily basis. Donaldson (2015) plays an increasingly powerful role in this view as he set Digital Competence to play a key role in cross curriculum activities. However, Digital Competence is not just focusing on the ICT skills, it is being able to develop the skills and ensure to apply them to a number of elements and prepare children for their future lives (Hazar, 2018). It is fundamental for teachers to know the principles that underpin a rich environment (Estyn, 2013). Blooms Digital taxonomy supports this as his model shows how learners can move towards higher order thinking skill. For example, from learning how to type, to creating an animation. If teachers provide challenging and creative tasks children will develop them skills, although it does not always have to be through technology, the pedagogy has to be effective and well planned (Grigg, 2015). Therefore, in my learning environment I will ensure to manage my time effectively in order to plan successful digital competent activities for the children across the curriculum. Each child will also have their own IPad and specific activities and apps will be placed on the iPad to meet their individual needs.  

Moreover, it is essential to state the learning approach that I would take in my classroom environment. Alongside all the pedagogical principles that I have mentioned above I would ensure my environment is influenced by a Reggio Emilia approach. This approach has developed from the effort by teacher Loris Malaguzzi in the town of ‘Reggio Emilia’ in Italy. It has influenced many professionals in the field of education and early childhood settings all over the world (Gribble, 2017). It is inspiring and innovative and deeply values the creativity of children. Its main factors cover the image of the child, the expressive arts, progettazione (child-centred curriculum), community and parent relationships, the environment and teachers as learners (Education Government, Scotland, 2006). I believe all of these factors are essential in an early year’s classroom and with the development of this approach I hope to use it in my learning environment to ensure I support the children in reaching their potential through learning. In many respects, Vygotsky’s theory supports this kind of learning approach in many ways such as the importance of creativity, the emphasis of child led activities and the importance of allowing children to explore and discover (Stone, 2012). As Gardner and Jones (2016) states, it is a success and very influential in motivating children to learn. They believe it should be promoted more extensively in order to enhance the quality of the educational environment, regardless whether settings use the approach all the time or very little. Many may disagree with this approach and will have distinct reasons as to why they do not find it effective. However, in my learning environment I hope to promote the approach and show its effectiveness in supporting children’s learning. 

In relation to the Reggio Emila approach the environment is fundamental. As already mentioned my outdoor area will be of great importance and will be used on a daily basis. The greenhouse that I have provided in my poster links closely to the Reggio Emila approach. There will be cross curricular activities inside the greenhouse that children will be able to explore and they will all be planned to support Numeracy, Literacy and Digital Competence. Discuss what Donaldson says about cross curricular The greenhouse also fosters a natural link between the indoors and outdoors which is essential for early years’ children as they learn to become active and determined individuals.

From experience in schools I have been privileged enough to witness a school who is in the process of trying to implement the Reggio Emilia approach. The school is inviting and stimulating and according to Estyn (2017) the school delivers exciting new learning experiences for the children. They scored ‘good’ and ‘excellent’ in their inspection areas which demonstrates that the approach is possibly effective in helping them reach these judgments. However, when looking at their recommendations it states that pupils need to improve their handwriting skills. I believe this is essential as even though the Reggio Emila approach motivates child led learning, it is also fundamental for direct teaching to take place too. Children need a balance and direct teaching is also of great importance as well to ensure their learning is successful.  Link to journals 
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