Introduction

The education system in Wales is currently changing, with Professor Graham Donaldson (2015) introducing a new curriculum that aims to create independent, creative, ethically informed individuals who will be an asset to Wales and the Welsh culture. However, it is essential that we still recognise the work of previous theorists, including Vygotsky and Bruner who identified that social interactions are essential to developing a child’s knowledge (Webb and Mastergeorge, 2003).
This assignment aims to explore talk, specifically exploratory talk that is being used in classroom. Following on from this, the observation I witnessed will be connected to social constructivism and scaffolding in order to gain a better understanding of why and how theories are used in a classroom. 

For this assignment, my observation took place a large primary school in a urban area of South Wales. This school consists of 471 pupils between 3-11 years old spread across nursery, foundation phase and key stage two. Following the schools latest ESTYN report, the school received a green status with 21% of its pupils being entitled to free school meals. For the purpose of this assignment, in accordance with BERA (2018) I have chosen to anonymous the school, teachers and pupils. This is to ensure confidentiality and safeguard all pupils and staff. 

Part 1: Observe (1500)

In this assignment, oracy and language skills were observed while children were reading, discussing and questioning a Welsh storybook. Through this task, a group of children were able converse together in order to develop their knowledge and understanding skills. One book suggests that childrens cognitive development can be enhanced by the language they use and the language they hear around them (Alexander, 2004)
To record this observation, I used written notes. This tool enabled me to record the entire of the observation from the background and it ensured that I did not disrupt the observation while it took place. Futhermore, using written note only required a small amount of resources meaning that the observation was easy to record. Recording using written notes doesn’t require any previous knowledge about the pupils being observed and it allows the observation to take place at real time.
However, one limitation with this tool is that it can result in sections of the observation being missed if the observer does not record the observation quick enough (Hobart and Frankel, 2009:31, 37).  

For the purpose of this assignment, my recent observation took place in a year 1 classroom. All the children were sat in specific spaces on the carpet facing the teacher who had set up a Welsh story book on the interactive white board. The children were aware of the characters in the book and were engaged in the task. The children worked in groups and were able to analyse and criticise the text with assistance from their peers and teacher. Observing children in this Welsh session has shown me how language can be used to develop independent thinking and understanding.
The whole class listened to and read a Welsh book from the board entitled ‘Tedi Twt a Doli Glwt yn yr ysgol’ (REF). The teacher asked questions about the first page of the story and groups of children used their knowledge of Welsh and the pictures in front of them to answer. The conversation proceeded as follows:

Teacher: (asking all the groups of children on the carpet) ‘This story is about Tedi Twt and Doli Glwt. What are they doing on this page?’ (The pupils in one group discussed the answer and the teacher responded accordingly).

Pupil 1: ‘Tedi Twt and Doli Glwt are going to have dinner’

Pupil 2: ‘No. Tedi Twt has a lunchbox. He is sandwiches’

Pupil 1: ‘Doli Glwt does not have a lunchbox’

Teacher: ‘What does Doli Glwt have?’

Pupil 3: ‘Doli Glwt doesn’t have a lunch box. She only has a book bag’

Teacher: Why do you think Doli Glwt does not have a lunchbox?

Pupil 3: ‘I don’t know (long pause), um, she isn’t having any food today’

[bookmark: _Hlk526539336]Pupil 1: No... she must be having cooked dinners’

[bookmark: _Hlk526540288]Pupil 2: ‘She doesn’t have a lunchbox so must be having dinners’

Teacher: ‘We can see that Tedi Twt is having sandwiches and Doli Glwt is having dinners. What do you think happens next?’

Pupil 3: ‘They go have their dinner’

Pupil 4: (is looking and pointing to the picture on the board. Child 4 has noticed that Tedi Twt and Doli Glwt are outside). ‘No, they are outside, it is too early for dinner’.

Pupil 1: ‘No. They are going into school. They are outside the school’

Pupil 3: ‘Yes. They are going to school’

Pupils agree that Tedi Twt and Doli Glwt are going to school. The teacher praised the childrens responses and gave specific pupils rewards (pine cones) to place on their class reward board. 

Teacher: ‘Da iawn pawb. Pupil 1 and Pupil 2 have been looking at Tedi Twt in the Welsh area and both read lovely. You two are great readers! You both can have two pinecones to put on own going for gold board’

Throughout this observation the children were able to develop the way they talked to each other in order to analyse the story. This social interaction allows pupils to build on previous ideas and create a new understanding of the text (Mercer and Hodgkinson, 2008). 
In schools, talk and discussion is used throughout the day, however the way pupils interact with their peers and teachers can vary. There are two main types of talk that take place in class, this can be between a teacher and a pupil or between multiple pupils. Talk between a teacher and pupil is often based on ‘questions and answers’ and involves the teacher leading the discussion (Skinner, 2010; Mercer and Hodgkinson, 2008). Teachers use this style of dialogue to maintain control of the class, to find out what pupils understood about a topic and to instruct pupils on how to proceed. Following questions and answers, the teacher will give feedback to the pupil, often in the form of praise. This type of dialogue is known as ‘closed questioning´ as it only requires a brief answer (yes or no) and doesn’t expect pupils to explain or expand their understanding (Sinclair and Coulthard, 1975). This is evident in the work undertaken by Rojas-Drummond and Mercer (2003) who suggest that teacher led interactions are inhibiting children from being involved in classroom interactions.
In contrast to these findings, Mercer and Howe (2012) believe that a child’s reasoning skills will improve through correct use of teacher led talk.

Peer dialogue occurs when children communicate with each other while working in groups, pairs 
or class activities. Throughout peer dialogue, all members of the discussion are encouraged to share their own ideas, understand these ideas and then analyse them (Cooper and Marie, 2002; Alexander, 2004; Mercer and Howe, 2012) . This type of social interaction where children begin to recognise others opinions and can evaluate them is known as exploratory talk. Exploratory talk (Mercer, Wegerif and Dawes, 1999; Light and Littleton, 1999) is explained in figure 1. 
It is seen as an open form of communication that begins to explore children’s language skills such as oracy, questioning and problem solving. This skills can then be transferred across the curriculum in order for children to grow. The importance of exploratory talk is not the content that is being discussed, instead it is the way the children talk, listen and question each other before making decisions (Pollard, 2005; Mercer and Littleton, 2007).

Exploratory talk is shown through my observation above. The ideas the children share are their own or are built on what has previously been mentioned. The teachers role in the discussion is to direct the talk and to allow the pupils to reason their ideas in order for the pupils to make an informed group decision about the story.

	Purpose 
	Problem solve; share ideas, opinions, reasons; negotiation.

	Organisation
	Small groups

	During exploratory talk…
	All are invited to contribute. Information is shared; agreement is sought; everyone listens

	Talk tools
	What do you think?
Why do you think that?
I agree/ disagree because…
Shall we decide that…

	Ground rules
	Everyone invited to speak; contributions respected; reasons are asked for and given; ideas are considered.

	Outcomes
	Group agreement on decision/ course of action.
Group responsible for decisions. Children support one another.

	Notes
	The task must necessitate discussion.


Figure 1: Exploratory talk explained

However, the majority of talk that occurs in classrooms between pupils is not exploratory and is instead of a low quality. Children have been found to sit by each other in classrooms but work and play independently without any social interactions with others (Baines, Blatchford and Webster, 2014). This could be due to a lack of enjoyment while working as a group. Group work can be a very uncomfortable time for many pupils resulting in them looking for the teachers reassurance and guidance throughout. Moreover, children may not engage in dialogue with peers due to a limited understanding of language (Blatchford, Kutnick and Baines, 2007). Hart and Risley (1995) suggest that a childs background can be very influential on their language skills. They believe that be the age of 4, children from middle-class backgrounds would have heard twice as many words in comparison to children from working-class backgrounds (Alexander, 2004). The outcome of this is that new ideas may not emerge from pupil discussions because the language needed to express these ideas is not present in the children.

It is therefore important for teachers to encourage their students to talk, express ideas and learn from their mistakes in other to realise that talk is essential for learning (Alexander, 2001). This idea is similar to that found by Mercer and Littleton (2007) who implied that children who take part in group discussions are more likely to take control of their own learning now and in the future (Mercer and Littleton, 2007)
Exploratory talk is not the only type of talk that occurs in the classroom. Other forms of talk are disputational talk and cumulative talk (Wegerif and Mercer, 1997).
Disputational talk is a way to control behaviour in the classroom and it used when confrontation or dispute occurs between individuals (Pollard, 2005; Mercer and Littleton, 2007). This type of talk involves short and direct exchanges between individuals often in the form of commands. These commands are formed from individuals own opinions and ‘constructive criticism’ is rarely given. The exchange that occurs is a  competition rather than a discussion. Disputational talk therefore provides little or no opportunity for children to learn as they do not consider others opinions or how these opinions can shape their own ideas (Littleton and Light (1999); Mercer and Littleton, 2007).

In contrast to disputational talk, cumulative talk results when everyone accepts the opinion given. There is no challenge or criticism of this opinion and children agree with it without discussing it. Children exchange ideas to build on what has been said in order for them to all share the same level of knowledge. In cumulative talk, children will also repeat previous ideas without analysing them. This type of talk can benefit shy children as they don’t have to express their own opinion, instead they can nod and acknowledge the opinions being shared. Not challenging this opinion, allows children who are shy will increase in confidence and will be more likely to contribute and even challenge opinions in the future. (Littleton and Light, 1999; Mercer and Littleton, 2007).
Cumulative talk aims to create ‘a group cohesion’ (Rajala, Hilppö and Lipponen, 2012) which ensures that all children have the same opinions about a matter. On the other hand, it may also result in children who lack the skills needed to form and evaluate their own, as well as their peers, opinions on topics . 

In this assignment, I believe exploratory talk has allowed pupils to voice their own opinions and ideas about the story. From these ideas, the group of children were able to listen to each other, respond accordingly and offer their own suggestions on the book before forming a joint decision about ‘Tedi Twt and Doli Glwt’ (ref). 

Part 2: Connecting to theorists

Exploratory talk is a way to develop a childs thinking and knowledge and is supported by Lev Vygotsky’s idea of social constructivism. This theory has generally come to mean that social 
interactions are essential for children to develop their cognitive thinking and the way they view the world. In the classroom, social interactions can occur when pupils are arranged into groups. When pupils are in groups, children are able to gain a new insight of a topic as a result of a more skilful peer sharing their knowledge with the group (Skinner, 2010; Mercer and Littleton, 2007; Webb and Mastergeorge, 2003),. 
Vygotsky believes that ‘language and culture played key roles in human development’ (Grigg, 2010). He suggests that there is a gap between the knowledge a child has now and the knowledge they want to attain. This gap is known as the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) (Figure 2). To bridge this gap, children should work together with more knowledgeable peers or with a teacher. Children are unable to take the next steps in their education unless they have guidance and support from others. (Alexander,2004; Skinner, 2010; Vygotskii, 1965; Vygotsky, 1978). This means that children who achieved the same outcome, may differ in progression and their ability to problem solve, if they do not receive support from a teacher or more knowledgeable peer. It is important to remember that the ZPD is different for every child and that tasks should  be of a challenging level that requires assistance from another. Once this child has grasped the task, they should be able to complete if efficiently and independently. The skills and knowledge learnt from the knowledgeable peer become internalised in the child and they can draw on this knowledge in the future (Christmas, Kudzai and Josiah, 2013).


[image: ]
Figure 2: Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) (Grigg, 2010)

One problem with the ZPD, is the assumption that children will be working with more experienced peers or adults. However, this assumption is not always the case as children often grouped at similar educational levels. Marks (2016) states that children who work within the same level as themselves will still gain a higher level of knowledge and will reach the ZPD. Therefore, children do not always require a more knowledgeable peer or teacher to work with in order to progress. 


[bookmark: _Hlk527053166]When discussing the ZPD, the way teachers or more knowledgeable peers support children is known as ‘scaffolding’. The term scaffolding was first introduced by Jerome Bruner in 1976 (REF????). Scaffolding can take place through the form of ‘modelling ideas, giving hints and asking questions’ effective teaching book pg 162). These techiniques expand the knowledge a child has already acquired. As a child gains confidence and independence in their thinking, the amount of scaffolding that takes place decreases. This allows children to turn the new knowledge obtained through scaffolding into knowledge that they can use independently and without aid (Muhonen et al, 2016). It is important to recognise however that the use of scaffolding depends greatly on the task set and it does not work the same for each situation.
Scaffolding allows teachers or more knowledgeable peers to support others in three different ways. These are ‘contingency, fading and transfer of responsibility’ (van de Pol, Volman and Beishuizen, 2010). Contingency means support that is adapted to the child’s specific needs and understanding. Fading refers to the eventual removal of support given to the child and transfer of responsibility is the idea that the child will take ownership of the task from the teacher (or more knowledgeable peer). These sections of scaffolding identify the need for both the pupil and the more skilful peers to play ‘active’ roles in tasks in order to build deeper understanding and conversation (van del Pol, Volman and Beishuizen, 2010; van del Pol et al, 2015; Muhonen et al, 2016).

[bookmark: _Hlk527054176]Vygotsky and Bruner’s theories are present in the learning event I witnessed. During this event, pupil 3 is able to develop their ZPD. Pupil 3 struggles to understand the meaning behind ‘Dwli Glwt not having a luchbox’ before Pupil 2 states that ‘She doesn’t have a lunchbox so must be having dinners’. Pupil 3 then uses this information to connect Tedi Twt and Dwli Glwt to going ‘to have their dinner’. Even though, the other pupils critically analyse the response given by pupil 3, this pupil has still gained new knowledge and through scaffolding the pupil has taken responsibility for this knowledge and has used it to explore the story deeper.

Vygotsky’s theory shows the importance of social interactions in child development. He believed that for development to occur, children should first learn socially, using communication and language.  However this view is not held by another constructivist named Jean Piaget. Piaget believes that a child should learn  through their own development before learning through social interactions. He suggests that children begin to grow encounter the world around them (Vanchevsky, 2006). Piaget suggests that children only require a ‘rich learning environment’ in which to explore and investigate in order to learn (Halfpenny and Pettersen, 2014).  His theory implies that any interactions children have with more knowledgeable peers or adults are ‘ irrelevant’ (Mercer and Littleton, 2007). According to Piaget, teachers should not express their opinions or ideas to child as children will take on these ideas as their own. This will result in children not forming any independent ideas and their development will be hindered (Jordan, Carlile and Stack, 2008). 
Piaget’s theory on learning played a massive part of education in the UK during the 1960s with a focus on children being able to think themselves (Mercer and Littleton, 2007).

The research I have gathered and the observation I witnessed will be used to shape my future teaching practice. I will use a social constructivism approach to develop learning and understanding amongst my pupils. My future practice will be a social environment where pupils are encouraged to listen and express their ideas to each other in order to create informed opinions. Pupils will be challenged using open ended questions and feedback will be given (from myself and peers) to build confidence and to help the child progress in the classroom (Choi, Land and Turgeon, 2005). My classroom environment will be arranged to ensure children are able to converse with each other. There will also be areas where children can reflect on their learning in order internalise the new knowledge they obtain (Carr, 2011). My environment will also support Vygotsky’s theory that talk proceeds learning (van de Pol, Volman, Beishuizen, 2010). Children will also be taught about disputational talk, cumulative talk and exploratory talk. This will allow them to identify the benefits of exploratory talk and they will be able to recognise when they are using this form of talk with their peers. The use of the social constructivism theory in my future practice will create an environment where children are free to express opinions and analyse others in order to gain a deeper understanding of a range of topics across the curriculum.



Part 3: Learning Environment

Learning environments are areas in which a range of resources are used to create new educational experiences. My ideal learning environment is designed for a reception class. It will be an exciting environment where children play active roles in order for them to progress in their 
education (Wang et al, 2017; MacBlain, 2014). My learning environment consist of both indoor and outdoor areas that allow children to learn through social experiences.

Throughout this section, I will look at the different areas of a classroom that encourage children to learn and develop. One of these areas is outdoor learning. Harriman (2006) holds the view that nearly all childhood memories about play occur in the outdoor environment (BOOK THE OUTDOOR CLASSROOM, HILARY HARRIMAN, PG 67, CORNER TO LEARN LIMITED, STOKE). Play in the outdoor area allows children to participate in real life experiences where they are able to connect what they have learnt to the world around them. Therefore it is essential for outdoor learning (including forest school) to be part of childrens education. This view is supported In Successful Futures where (Donaldson, 2015) children recognise the importance of learning beyond the classroom and want fun and practical lessons to engage in. Outdoor learning enables children to begin to take risks, develop team work and it allows them to take control of their own learning. Being outdoors, whether it be on school grounds or on an educational visit ‘promotes self-discovery’ (https://web-a-ebscohost-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/ehost/pdfviewer/pdfviewer?vid=1&sid=d08c0a0f-f5c9-4031-9605-52bcb7cbc78a%40sdc-v-sessmgr02). Children will begin to question the world around them, develop fundamental skills and access a range of resources. 

Forest school has a huge impact on a child’s education so represents a major part of my outdoor learning area. Forest school provides children with knowledge on how to care for and how to recognise changes in the environment and nature. In forest school, children have the opportunity to search for creatures, make dens and build fire pits. This experience promotes childrens well-being, confidence and their social interactions to grow (Grigg and Lewis, 2016). As children flourish in this environment, the teachers role becomes to assist children as they learn through exploratory talk (Harris, 2017). In my ideal learning environment, the outdoor area will be arranged into specific sections and activities related to the current topic will be present throughout all these areas. There will be a focus on forest school to learn about the environment, water and sand trays to develop sharing and there will be a garden to plant flowers and learn about life cycles.

In my ideal learning environment, a role play area will assessible to all the pupils and will inspire their imagination and creativity (Grigg and Lewis,2016). It should also be a fun area in which social interactions are able to grow. The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC, 1992) state that child have ‘the right to relax and play’. Through play children have the opportunity to choose their own learning and control how the learning takes place (Sheridan, Howard and Alderson, 2011). Play has been an essential part of a childs development for many years. This view is supported by James a Kidd (1974) who states that ‘play is as essential to mortal existence of a young child as is food and shelter’. This suggests that play should be present throughout the school environment and children should have access to play every day. As children play, teachers should be encouraging them to develop a more structured form of play, role play (Christie, 2006). Teachers will do this by immersing themselves in the play, learning about their pupils and by questioning pupils about their curriculum knowledge. Role play areas should be planned with the pupils in order to engage their interests. Other activities can be introduced alongside the role play such as letter writing, counting, sorting and designing new items to use in the roleplay (Levine et al, 1984). Role play opens up childrens minds and allows them to be someone else for a while. They are able to expand their literacy and numeracy skills while learning to share and develop their self-esteem. (Sheridan, Howard, Alderson, 2011F). In my observation school, role play areas were used to encourage social interactions and to promote the use of wider range of vocabulary. Following on from this, in my learning environment, I have created a shop role play area. I have chosen this as it is a familiar concept that children will experience regularly in their day to day lives. Shop role play areas enable children to learn together about money exchange, healthy foods (through the use of Welsh and English) and create shopping lists. 

Successful futures has recognised that digital competence should be a key part of the future curriculum (Donaldson, 2015). Therefore, it is an essential part  of my learning environment. The digital competence has been created so children can learn to use a range of ‘digital skills’ and then apply these skills through the curriculum and beyond (Donaldson, 2015). One way children can build on their digital skills is through the use of ipads. Ipads enable children to collect information, translate languages and send emails. Futhermore, children find them simple to use and they permit children to work independently in the class (Price, Jewitt and Crescenzi, 2015). Through the use of ipads children can discover more about cultures and people in relation to the current topic. https://web-a-ebscohost-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/ehost/pdfviewer/pdfviewer?vid=1&sid=4eb85ef5-3f24-4167-957a-0a4569e1ffc5%40sessionmgr4010
The ability to use a range of digital skills also extends to the teacher. Teachers must be able to model these skills in order for children to know how to use digital devices safely (DCF, 2018). One device teachers are encouraged to use is an interactive whiteboard (IWB). This type of multimedia was found to have a positive impact on childrens engagement, ‘concentration, attention and motivation levels’ (Schmid, 2008). The interactive whiteboard is placed at the front of my ideal learning environment. It will be used as a physical aid to learning and children will operate the board to complete tasks. Topics could also be introduced using the IWB and child engagement and motivation will be promoted as children sit facing the board. The IWB permits children to understand the importance of learning digital skills. Children will use these skills throughout their lives in order to learn more about themselves, their rights and when to store and share data with others (DCF, 2018).

Mark making encourages children to create pictures and patterns that will promote their ability to write letters and numbers. My ideal learning environment will have mark making activities set up throughout the classroom in addition to a specific mark making area. These activities aid children as they develop and refine their fine motor skills in order to complete daily tasks such as eating and brushing teeth. In schools, children should have access to a range of resources in order to mark make. These include chalk, pencils, crayons, pens and paint (Price, Jewitt and Crescenzi, 2015). Through the use of these resources, children begin to understand their grip and become aware of their dominant hand. According to Massey and Goodman (2007), teachers must model writing to children and ensure that mark making activities are enjoyable and assessible. Following this, children will be more eager to participate in literacy activities in the future such as story writing, poetry and creating adverts. Mark making will have a central role in my learning environment. Chalk will be placed outside for children to follow and  create their own patterns. In addition to this, paint, paint brushes and pencils will be available daily in the mark making area. Pupils will be encouraged to create paintings and drawings about a topic as they, as well as the teacher, watch how their pencil grip develops. Motivating children to make marks throughout the school day will result in a better pencil grip and therefore children will write and draw more accurately (Kalverboer, Hopkins and Geuze, 1993). 

A growth mindset area will be present in my ideal learning environment as a way to build childrens self-esteem and confidence (Roberts, 2006). A positive growth mindset in children can achieved through praise for the pupils who have shown perseverance, effort and thought in their work. Praise in this manner, can be shown through the use of stickers or points on a classroom reward board. Children will then recognise that success is the outcome of hard work (Dweck, 2012 ; Brock and Hundley, 2018; Roberts, 2006). However, children must also identify that it is okay to make mistakes. Children with positive growth mindsets learn from their mistakes and feel ready to try tasks again. Therefore these children can face new challenges without fear and strive to complete tasks with greater precision (Schroder et al, 2017). 




Conclusion (250)

Throughout this assignment, the idea of exploratory talk has been evaluated. The observation I carried out recognises that exploratory talk is present in classrooms and needs to be encouraged in order to develop children’s knowledge further. Pupils in my observation were able to use exploratory talk to share ideas and develop a new understanding of the topic that the pupils previously did not know. 

The idea of using exploratory talk in classrooms has been supported by the social constructivism theory. Two social constructivism theorists , Jerome Bruner and Lev Vygotsky believe that learning is achieved when children interact with a more knowledge peer or adult REF. The way this occurs can vary from questioning to modelling how to solve problems. The observation I witnessed and the ideas shown in these theories will impact on my future as a teacher by ensuring that children are able to listen, discuss and share ideas in a room that encourages children to progress and grow. 

Engaging and accessible learning environments are effective as they allow children to gain real life experiences through social interactions, being creative and taking risks. Through creation of my ideal learning environment I have gained an understanding of how a vibrate, active and fun classroom can impact on childrens development. EXPLAIN- REF This assignment has recognised that talk is crucial in classrooms as through conversation and use of language, children develop self-esteem and confidence while asking questions, sharing ideas and understanding topics.
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<ould potentially do with the help of someone more skilled or experienced,

implication is that whole-class teaching of the same content using the same
approach and at the same time s unlikely to be effective. According to Vygotsky,
itis better to have learners working alongside someone at a level slightly above
their own,
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because he was convinced that children learn best when they do things for themselves,
rather than receive instructions from adults (Piaget, 1976). The role of the teacher was
to provide such opportunities and to set tasks which were matched to the needs of
their pupils, who would be intrinsically motivated

Piaget has been critcised for placing 00 much emphasis on what children cannot
do and for his questionable research methods (Child, 2004). However, his theory
continues 1o exert influence over the curriculumy; for instance, in the planning of
activities for stages of development in the six areas of learning within the Foundation
Stage. Piagets influence can be seen in most nursery classrooms in which there are
play areas, materials for sorting and classifying, sandpits for constructional work, and
paints to make symbolic representations of the world.
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