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The learning event I have chosen to discuss took place in a primary school located in a small town in Wales. In accordance with The British Educational Research Association (2018) I will be anonymising the school, pupils and teachers involved. This is to ensure confidentiality is maintained. I adopted the narrative observation method which involved recording sensory data: what I saw and heard (Papatheodorou, 2013). This allowed me to capture the children’s behaviour and the environmental context in which it took place. I took notes and revisited them straight after the event to make sense of the narrative. Griggs (2010) notes as part of ethical considerations there should be no coercion for the learners to behave or act in a certain way. During my observation I did not intervene or direct pupil behaviour: I took a non-participant approach as this meant I was able to focus solely on my observations. 

In order to contextualise the school where the learning event took place, please note according to the Estyn report (2018) there is approximately 481 pupils aged 3 to 11 on roll with 16 single-year classes including 2 nursery classes. The school has a Flying Start provision and around 21% of the pupils are eligible for free school meals, slightly higher than the national average of 19%. Most pupils are of White British ethnicity and very few have English as an additional language. The school scored “Good” in all areas. 

The learning event took place in the nursery class. The children in this class are the older group of the nursery setting and have all been in attendance for 1 year. For the purpose of this paper, I will refer to the teacher as Teacher X and the pupils involved as Pupil A, B, C and D. 
Teacher X addressed the whole class as a group and advised it was their choice whether they played outdoors or indoors that morning. The majority of the class opted to go outdoors. By giving the learners a choice of where they spent their morning and what activities they engaged with, Teacher X was exercising a constructivist approach in that they acted simply as a guide (Griggs, 2010) by providing choices, which it was up to the learners to make. Teacher X did not directly provide learners with any knowledge but provided varied opportunities for children to explore their environment and construct meaning themselves. 

Griggs and Lewis (2018) note that both indoor and outdoor learning environments need to feature stimulating and vibrant resources for children to successfully learn. I agree with this and feel learning outdoors is no more beneficial than learning indoors unless the environment is as well thought out, planned and equipped as you would an indoor classroom. I would argue this was the case during this learning event as the outdoor area consisted of an array of stations including a mud kitchen, a raised platform, a nature corner, a sand pit, a water area, a construction area, a quiet house and 2 different transport areas.

 Whilst this list may seem like standard continuous provision you might find in a Foundation Phase outdoor area, what was interesting about this particular environment was the extensive range of objects that littered the different areas. Griggs and Lewis (2018) state objects should be used in early years practise as a way of stimulating curiosity and creativity, which was the case here.

During my observation I noted Pupil A had taken some pots and pans to the raised platform area along with a large metal spoon. Pupil A started striking the pans with the spoon which caused a loud noise. Very quickly, Pupil A was striking the pans with rhythm and repetition. After noting the noise, Pupil B joined Pupil A on the raised platform with another metal spoon and started to strike a metal gate which again caused a noise. Pupil A and B were engrossed in the sounds they were able to produce by hitting these objects simultaneously. Pupil A moved a pan on to a wooden log and stamped on it. Pupil B joined him to watch. Upon trying it there was no interesting or loud noise created so Pupil A brought the pan back to its original position. There was no conversation about this. Pupil C noted the events unfolding and joined Pupil A and B to very briefly observe, before picking up a maraca and joining them on the raised decking. Very quickly, Pupil A, B and C were making sounds simultaneously. Pupil D heard this and joined them on the raised platform and began to dance. Pupil A shouted “Ok, the show is about to start!”. They all continued playing their pots, pans, maracas and dancing together. In the space of around 4 minutes the pupils had orchestrated their own ‘show’ which featured a stage, musical instruments and dancing. This was entirely constructed by them. 

Jean Piaget, a key influencer in the Constructivist school of thought, noted the phrase ‘construction rather than instruction’, as cited by Griggs (2018), and this reflects the learning event here as the pupils constructed their own learning rather than being given any direction from a teacher. Therefore, this paper will explore the event under the lens of constructivism for the most part. Upon reflection of my observation, there were several questions I asked myself which I will look to answer throughout the paper;
· How did the children learn during this incident?
· There was very little language used during this learning event: is language important when learning?
· What motivated the pupils to engage in role play and construct their “show”?
How did the children learn during this incident?
[bookmark: _GoBack]The constructivist approach was, as I mentioned above, exercised in this classroom. Wray (2014) states in a constructivist approach the teacher acts an enabler for learning by providing a setting which encourages discovery or exploration, which is what Teacher X did. Piaget’s approach was in favour of innovative learning through practical tasks (Gray and Mac Blain, 2015) and this is specifically what the pupils did. They practically engaged with the objects and environment set up for them.
Pritchard (2009) states the constructivist school of thought believe learning is a consequence of mental construction. To put it simply, he adds learning occurs when new knowledge and information is added to the existing base of knowledge and information. Piaget, as cited by MacBlain (2014) used two of Baldwin’s terms ‘Accommodation’ and ‘Assimilation’ to explain this learning process. He notes assimilation is when a child absorbs new information and accommodation is when the child’s mental framework makes adjustments for the acquisition of this new information.  Pritchard (2009) uses the example of a child learning about a large white object in their kitchen (a cooker). The object is described as hot and one the child should not touch. The child is told this is a cooker. When the child comes into contact with the next large white object in the kitchen, which could be the fridge, they may call it a cooker. The child would then be corrected by a more knowledgeable person who tells them it is a fridge. This is when a problem arises for the child as the information is contradictory to what they already know about large white objects in the kitchen – are they not all cookers? 
The more knowledgeable person needs to offer a simple explanation as to the differences between the cooker and the fridge and this is when the learning takes place. The new information is now connected to the existing information and the child now knows the difference between a cooker and a fridge. In this case, assimilation is the process of gaining the information about the fridge. Accommodation is the process of adjusting the existing framework about cookers in order to make way for the new information about the fridge.
 Pritchard (2009) also makes reference to Piaget’s ‘Equilibrium’ stage whereby there is no conflict between the old and new information, the child is comfortable that there is the existence of both a fridge and a cooker.
Due to the nature of the learning event I witnessed, I cannot provide evidence the assimilation, accommodation and equilibrium process took place. Sutherland (1992), as cited by Gray and MacBlain (2015) notes one of the criticisms of this process is it is impossible to prove or disprove. However, having considered what I observed as well as the theories discussed I believe in this process of learning. The pupils were able to learn about the different noises the objects around them made by making sense of them and experiencing them, whereas they may previously have associated the pots and pans with something that adults use to cook in the kitchen or the gate as something that is shut or opened to let them out of their garden. Through their creativity, they have been able to accommodate the idea that they can use these objects as musical instruments as well. They have also learnt to be creative and express themselves through expressive arts.
There are many interpretations of how exactly knowledge and learning is processed within the constructivist approach. Pritchard (2009) describes one of these frameworks: the schema theory. He describes this as a mental framework model and a way in which the learning process unfolds internally. He states schemas are pockets of knowledge, skills or understanding that are stored in our long term memory. They are all interrelated and have very complex links with each other. New schemas are continuously being created as we experience new ideas and information. Equally, existing schemas are continuously being updated as the same thing happens. Gray and MacBlain (2015) support this by stating schemas are not stable and unchangeable: they change and progress with experience.
For example, if one schema was “Water” I would associate that with drink, rain, tap, bottle, weather and wet amongst many other things. But all of those ideas and associations would be interlinked to other schemas within my mental framework such as science or environmental issues. I have given this example to try and exemplify the complexity of the schema theory. In relation to my learning event I would argue that all of the pupil’s schemas were enhanced during the event either through the development of brand new schemas or development of existing ones as they explored the different noises that can be produced by striking different objects together. A clear example, I believe, is when Pupil A moved the pan onto a wooden log and tried to stamp on it to make a noise. He discovered this did not produce the desired results and went back to striking it with a spoon, therefore altering the relative schema. In terms of my own teaching practises, I will always ensure there are opportunities for children to build on what they already know through their prior experience as well as giving brand new learning opportunities to develop thoughts and ideas.
As part of his research, Piaget also constructed his theory of cognitive developmental stages which defines stages in relation to the child’s age. This was detailed by Pritchard (2009) and I have outlined this below;
	Developmental Stage
	Age
	Characteristics of the Stage

	Sensorimotor
	0-2 Years
	The child is limited to physical reflexes that are present from birth and can be seen as innate. However, the child does build on these to present some more mature behaviour.  

	Preoperational
	2-7 Years
	The child has an egocentric view of the world and finds it difficult to see things from anybody else's view point. This is known as 'decentring'. However the imagination and ability to represent ideas and symbolic thought begins.

	Concrete Operational
	7-11 Years
	The child is able to take on other people's points of view and look at things with different perspectives. The child can understand concrete problems but would have difficulty with abstract problems.

	Formal Operations 
	11+ Years
	The child is able to now think logically and also address abstract as well as physical problems. Although at this stage their knowledge is still limited, it is likely their thought processes are as developed as they are ever likely to be.



In the case of this learning event, the children fall into Piaget’s ‘Preoperational Stage’ as they were between 3 – 4 years old. To delve deeper into the ‘Preoperational Stage’, Gray and MacBlain (2015) state Piaget actually broke this down into 2 further subsections; preconceptual phase (2-4 years) and the intuitive phase (4-7 years). They go on to say during the preconceptual phase children can now engage in role play and imaginative play. The pupils I observed were at the most advanced end of the preconceptual phase and displayed these traits as they engaged in both role and imaginative play. Piaget states, as cited by MacBlain (2014), play is an essential part of learning during this phase and I will certainly bring that to fruition during my own teaching practises and provide plentiful opportunities to take part in role and imaginative play.
As per the table above, Piaget states during this time the use of symbolic thought begins and the imagination also begins to develop. I think it is clear to see this was the case during this learning event. There were no musical instruments and nor was there an actual stage present during this time. However, Pupil A, B, C and D constructed their own ideas on what the objects could do. Through the use of imagination and creativity they produced a “show” using pots, pans, spoons, the gate and decking. 
Piaget argues there are limitations to the child’s learning during the preconceptual phase however, including egocentrism (MacBlain, 2014). This is when a child is unable to understand the world from anybody else’s points of view other than their own and they also lack the ability to show empathy by understanding the feelings, thoughts and motives of anybody else. However, I would argue there was a degree collaborative work and empathy apparent here. Pupil A began striking the pots and pans, followed by Pupil B joining in. This pattern continued with Pupil C and D joining them. It could be argued that they inspired each other to create their ‘show’ and without understanding each other’s motives or thoughts they would not have been able to do that. There is also evidence to back up my claims the pupils were able to show empathy towards each other in the form of understanding each other. Hepach et al (2013), as cited by Gray and MacBlain (2015), completed research which showed children have an innate trait of empathy which is apparent around their first birthday. Hepach et al identifies that by 18 months a child can show physical empathy for distressed peers and that by the age of 3 years old can contextualise whether they feel their empathy is justified or not. Therefore, the child is sophisticated enough to show empathy to another child if they feel it is justified. This goes against Piaget’s view of egocentrism during this stage. Furthermore, Donaldson (1978), as cited by Gray and MacBlain (2015), suggests that children are significantly less egocentric than Piaget noted. Wray (2014) notes Donaldson’s term ‘human sense’ and states her research found when children were in conditions that made ‘human sense’ they could participate at a much more advanced level than Piaget suggests. MacBlain (2014) also notes Donaldson’s concerns over the way in which Piaget questioned the children in his research and felt he tried to catch them out as opposed to assisting them.
Furthermore, MacBlain (2014) notes this model has been criticised for failing to explain how or why a child progresses from one stage to another. He also notes other criticisms such as Piaget’s research was generally conducted on white middle class children with educated parents. The reality of practising teaching myself in Wales and beyond would offer a much richer demographic than this and cannot be generalised to all children. As such, in terms of my own teaching practises I do not feel I would utilise Piaget’s cognitive development stages theory as a string guideline. However, I do favour the basic concepts of constructivist learning and also agreeing with his notion of play being crucial in early years learning.

There was very little language used during this learning event: is language important when learning?
I found it very interesting that during this incident the only language that was actually used was by Pupil A who said “Ok, the show is about to start!”. None of the other pupils verbally communicated and nor did Teacher X have any input. Wray (2014) states whilst Piaget believes children learn through interacting with their environment, Lev Vygotsky developed Social Constructivism whereby the notion is children learn through social interaction and language from ‘most knowledgeable others’ (Bates, 2016), such as teachers, family and pupils. Wray (2014) notes Vygotsky distinguished between two levels of development; 
1. Actual Level of Development – the level of learning the child has already reached and can work within independently.
2. The Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) – the level of learning the child has potential to reach with the right interaction and guidance from teachers or peers.
I interpret this as Vygotsky stating a child cannot reach their full potential in the learning environment without the social and linguistic influence of others. Pritchard (2009) says that to do this in a planned manner is known as ‘scaffolding’ as the teacher bridges the gaps for learners and intervenes at appropriate times. Vygotsky notes scaffolding occurs when teachers support children when they are in the ZPD, taking them to a level of understand they would have been previously unable to reach.
In this case, the pupils were engaged in being creative and it could be argued if Teacher X had scaffolded it would have taken away the authenticity of the children’s creativity. There was no right or wrong outcome during this learning event nor was there any success criteria to adhere to which meant that the learning and creativity displayed was a true, uninterrupted reflection of the pupils. This links back to Piaget’s view that the teacher should act as a facilitator to learning (Wray, 2014). 
Gray and MacBlain (2015) argue that a criticism of Piaget’s work is that it gives the teacher a less important role by putting so much importance on interaction with the environment; they also state that it makes an incorrect assumption that all children have the capability of learning themselves without direction. I agree with these criticisms and feel that whilst these pupils were able to engage in this learning event themselves (they were clear in Vygotsky’s actual level of development), it could have been enhanced by appropriate scaffolding to move them into the Zone of Proximal Development and allowed them to learn more. For example, posing questions or stimulating discussion between the pupils.
In terms of my own teaching practice, I will utilise both discovery learning as well as scaffolding depending on the situation. When making the decision on which approach to take, I will make an informed decision based on the context of the children, the environment and the subject I am teaching.
What motivated the pupils to engage in role play and construct their “show”?
Wray (2014) notes that in the constructivist approach children motivate themselves to learn and set their own goals, which means motivation is for the most part intrinsic. He states this is in direct contrast with the behaviourist school of thought where the belief is that motivation is driven externally by reward and punishment which reinforces behaviour. He notes that from a behaviourist point of view learning is passively receiving knowledge as opposed to actively learning it. It is all about the notion that a particular stimulus can invoke a reaction, this is called ‘conditioning’ (Pritchard, 2009). 
It was the case during this learning event that the pupils were self-motivated to explore and construct their own meaning as there was no reward presented for this behaviour. In terms of my own teaching practises, I feel that by giving children a reward for providing the correct answers we cannot be entirely sure whether they have successfully constructed a deep understanding of the information. I favour the constructivist approach when thinking about how I will create my own learning environments as I believe there is a rich and deep learning experience to be gained from constructing your own learning. This means that a deeper learning is not really occurring as their behaviour is just connected to a reward.
For example, if a child gets a reward for correctly reciting the 2 times table it is likely they will be able to do it again if they are continuously rewarded for chanting it. However, I cannot be sure whether they have just remembered how to say the 2 times table or whether they have learnt how the multiplication operation actually works and how it can be applied to other numbers. 
I would also argue that if the child was asked the same question after a significant period of time it would be harder for them to recall it based on passively absorbing the knowledge followed by a reward. However, if they had constructed the meaning for themselves and gone through the process of assimilation and accommodation I believe it would be easier for them to draw on this later on. Wray (2014) supports this by noting that rote learning is much more likely to be forgotten over time once attempts to recall it regularly and deliberately have stopped. With this said, I am by no means saying I will not use reward during my teaching practises as I believe reward and recognition is key to creating a supportive, positive learning environment that promotes good self-esteem. However, I believe in not only rewarding for the correct answer or the end product, but for praising children all the way throughout the learning process. For this reason, in terms of my own teaching practises, I will certainly take inspiration from the constructivist school of thought.






In line with the learning event I reflected on, the learning environment represented in my poster is for a nursery class and is split into 3 areas;
· Classroom Climate – the element you cannot see or feel but encapsulates the classroom culture, beliefs and ideologies.
· Indoor Environment – the presentation and resources inside the classroom.
· Outdoor Environment – the presentation and resources in the outdoor area.
Classroom Climate
According to Coe et al (2014), there is moderate evidence to suggest classroom climate leads to improved student achievement which is why it was important to me to include this element.
The most important part of the classroom climate for me is providing learners with a safe, warm and supportive environment where they can be free to be themselves without fear of judgement. To drive these values I would promote them visually around both the indoor and outdoor area. Alexander (2005), as cited by Griggs and Lewis (2018), coined the term ‘dialogical classroom’ which has 5 features that I will draw on. I feel they are all important and would use them as a framework for my own classroom climate;
Reciprocal; Whereby teachers and learners communicate in a two way fashion with ideas being shared. I would do this by empowering children in ways such as asking them what they want to learn about a topic and how they want to learn. This means they can talk with authority and ownership knowing they have shaped what and how we learn.
Supportive; Where children are encouraged to express themselves freely in a safe environment. For me, this links to Hattie’s (2009) idea that errors should be welcomed as opposed to tolerated in order to encourage a warm socio-emotional climate. I favour this notion and want my children to feel comfortable enough to always “have a go”. Griggs and Lewis (2018) support this and state children learn best through trial and error but this can only happen if they are willing to try. As such, I would create an error free learning experience whereby mistakes are simply part of our learning journey. To ensure this is the case, there would be no reprimand for incorrect answers, just praise for their efforts along with appropriate scaffolding to reach the correct answer. This culminates to a safe environment where children feel free to express themselves. 
Cumulative; Whereby both teachers and children build on their own and each other’s knowledge and ideas. To do this, it is important that both teachers and children can foster good thinking. Griggs and Lewis (2015:2) state that “good thinkers have well developed skills to solve problems, analyse material, argue a case, weigh up differences and reach informed conclusions”. I would do this is by embedding the “See, think, wonder” (Griggs and Lewis, 2018) approach when introducing new materials. They describe this as a 3 step thinking process, whereby you ask the learner what they see, what they think and importantly justify why, and lastly what they wonder or would like to question about it. I feel this is a very rich way of considering new information and promoting good thinking. I also feel this could be used as a self-reflection tool for my own teaching practice. 
How could I, as a teacher, use this model as a self-reflection tool?
I see – what actually happened during this lesson?
I think – What do I think of this lesson? Did it go to plan? 
I wonder – I wonder how I can improve this for next time or how I can use this approach again if it worked well? 
Purposeful; Whereby lessons are planned with clear and focused goals and outcomes. This is supported by Hattie (2009) who maintains teacher clarity and ensuring children understand their success criteria is crucial in student achievement. In fact, he states the effect size as being d = 0.75 which places this firmly passed the hinge point and into the zone of desired effects in the classroom. I would do this by ensuring learning objectives are shared in an appropriate way for the nursery setting. This means there is no ambiguity for any of the children in understanding what is expected of them during that lesson. However, I would be mindful of this approach during expressive arts, creativity work and anything else in this arena as I believe setting success criteria during these types of lessons can be a rigid guide for telling the children what you want the outcome to be. For me, this is not true creativity or self-expression as this should come from within the child.
Collective; Whereby teachers and children work together closely. I interpret this as an attitude of ‘all in this together’ as opposed to ‘us and them’. I would promote this through inclusion and a sense of ownership for the children by ensuring continuous opportunities for the pupil voice to be heard and also opportunities to work collaboratively.
Physical Indoor Environment
As mentioned previously, it is widely accepted that learning through play is vital in the early years. This is supported by MacBlain (2015) who says play is fundamental in learning. Donaldson (1978), as cited by Rogers and Rose (2015), states that children make sense of the world through play up until the age of 5. When thinking about the types of play required for a nursery classroom, I noted Rogers and Rose (2015) state children aged 3-5 engage more in pretend play than any other type of play. Therefore I would use this as a basis for continuous provision and provide a variety of opportunities for role play such as;
	Area
	What can children become in this area?

	The Zoo
	Animals, Zoo Keepers, Visitors

	Space Zone
	Astronauts, Ground Control, Stars, Planets

	The Café
	Chef, Server, Customer

	The Little Theatre
	Singer, Dancer, Actor, Band Member, Director, Audience



There are many ways children could gain a rich cross curricular experience from playing in the above areas. It would also be important to build in enhanced provision and focused tasks within these areas to ensure curriculum requirements are being met. In the Successful Futures report, Donaldson (2015) suggests 6 areas of learning and experience. I will draw on the example of “The Zoo” in more detail to explore how children could engage in these areas; 
Expressive Arts – Acting out animals, the sounds they make, the way they move. Taking on different roles as zoo keepers, visitors and animals. 
Humanities – Where do different animals comes from around the world.
Health and Well Being – Learning about responsibility and nurturing others as the zoo keeper, learning how to be respectful as visitors to the zoo. Looking at healthy foods for animals and comparing them with healthy foods for us as humans.
Mathematics and Numeracy – Learning about the purpose of money.
Languages, Literacy and Communication – Interacting with each other, listening to stories about the zoo or sharing their own experiences.
Science and Technology – Learn about animal habitats such as water, air and land.
My indoor environment would also feature adequate technology, such as Ipads, for children to utilise during their learning. This would support Donaldson’s (2015) notion that digital competency is one of the 3 main cross-curricular responsibilities. 

Physical Outdoor Environment
Barrows (1995), as cited by Woods (2016), states that we must acknowledge an ecological context for child development and give children the opportunity to experience variations of light and colour, temperature, texture and sound. These opportunities are all presented by outdoor learning which is why I have opted for an outdoor area. By learning outside, there is also less restriction than you would typically see in an indoor environment. For example, looking back at the learning event I discussed the noise created was extremely loud and would have been deemed as unacceptable and disruptive within the indoor classroom. This would have led to Teacher X stopping the learning event. Being outside gave the pupils the opportunity to be as creative and loud as they wanted to be without interruption to their flow. Rogers and Rose (2014) support this by noting during outdoor play children have the freedom to be more active, noisy and exploratory than they do indoors. They also note outdoor play gives children the opportunity to take more risks and challenge themselves physically in ways they would be unable to do indoors. During the learning event I witnessed the pupils take big, bold jumps off the raised decking area. Had they jumped off a table or chair indoors they would have been told this was unacceptable. 
According to Gill (2007), as cited by Rogers and Rose (2014), there is evidence to suggest children are being subjected to heavily regulated and risk-averse environments. This is limiting their opportunities to make decisions and exercise good judgement on risks and danger. In my own teaching practises, I will use the outdoors to ensure I create opportunities for children to experience taking risks and making judgements in a safe way. If we do not give children these opportunities they will not develop the skills needed in life to be able to exercise good judgement. This will also develop “health, confident individuals” (Donaldson, 2015:30) in the classroom.
In conclusion, I feel there are both advantages and disadvantages to the constructivist school of thought and when I am teaching myself I will almost certainly draw inspiration from the behaviourist and social constructivist learning theories as well as constructivist. During the first part of my essay I posed 3 questions and will conclude with the key points I will take into my own teaching practises based on these;
· How did the children learn during this incident? They learnt in a cognitively active way through exploration and discovery within a well thought out learning environment. I will certainly draw on this element of the constructivist approach during my own teaching practises.
· There was very little language used during this learning event: is language important when learning? Based on the evidence, I believe language is an important part of learning. I will encourage rich conversation between myself and my children in my own teaching practises by scaffolding thoughtfully. However, I will also be prepared to step back and let children discover for themselves when appropriate.
· What motivated the pupils to engage in role play and construct their “show”? The children were self-motivated during this learning event and I feel this can be produced by an engaging, object rich environment. However, these children were clearly enjoying what they were doing and I recognise there will be times when, despite Piaget’s view, children are not self-motivated to learn. For example, if it is a subject they do not enjoy, and it will fall on myself to encourage them and perhaps take some inspiration from the behaviourist school of thought in giving some reward. 
In summary, there are no learning theories that should absolutely dictate the way we teach; they are theories only and cannot be proven or disproven. In order to be an effective teacher, I will ensure I am well equipped with a broad range of theory and practical knowledge that I can apply in the right context and always ensuring it is the right way for my children.
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