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Introduction
Education in Wales is changing with the introduction of Professor Graham Donaldson’s Successful Futures document which outline the Welsh Governments vision for education in Wales. Due to the education reform that is upon Wales, it is vitally important that teachers understand the methods in which children learn and the theory behind these techniques to enable them to be prepared for the future.
In this essay I will describe a unique learning event that I have witnessed and then using the relevant literature that is published will analyse the event and determine which learning theories can be attributed to the event. Following reviewing the literature I will create an ideal learning environment that I believe to be an outstanding template to ensure that the learning provision of children is positive and efficient in developing the key purposes as outlines in successful futures.

Observation

The learning event that I witnessed was a pupil developed challenge that the school referred to as an “epic challenges”.  The Epic challenges are all tasks that the pupils have collaborated together on to design learning experiences that interest them. From interviewing the teacher of the class, it was explained that the school wanted to give the children ownership of some aspects of their learning, so as the schools topic for the term was “Scream Machine” the pupils were given mind maps and asked to write down what interested them about the topic. Following this they were then given scope to develop “epic challenges” that they feel will aid them in understanding different aspects of the topic.

As the topic was in its infancy, having only been introduced to the class the week prior the tasks that had been developed were heavily creative to allow the children the chance to explore various aspects of the topic. This can be linked to Professor Graham Donaldson’s vision for a new curriculum in wales as he outlines in his report ‘Successful Futures’. Donaldson (2015) states that as a part of his enterprising and creative contributors strand that all pupils will be able to “connect and apply their knowledge and skills to create ideas and products and think creatively to reframe and solve problems”.

The task that the children had to complete was a collaborative learning task in which they had to create a part of a rollercoaster for a model car to complete. Collaborative learning has been defined by Jolliffe (2007, P.3) as “pupils working together in small groups to support each other and improve their own learning and that of others” this allows the children to discuss the task amongst each other and as a group they can determine the outcome of the task.

The learning event required me to observe a group of four children herby referred to as Child one, two, three and four in order to adhere to the schools safeguarding requirements and those outline by the British Educational Research Association (BERA). 

In order to record my learning event, I had to determine what style of observation I was going to undertake to get the most reliable results. Cross et al (2004) highlights that there are four main categories of observation techniques that could be use, these are:
· Diagrammatic
· Sampling
· Written
· Checklists
While all four of these techniques have a relevance to observation and can all be effective in the correct environment, it was determined that a written observation would be the most efficient observation technique for my requirements.

The method of observation that I decided to use was a written observation as I believed it was the best method to get an accurate account of events that happened throughout the day at the school. Initially I made a number of Snapshot observations, but these proved to be difficult to establish the level of detail required for a learning event that I deemed to be significant.  This proved to be the correct decision as a review of relevant literature highlighted the disadvantages of a snapshot observation method that was consistent with some of the issues I encountered. Barber and Paul-Smith (2012) suggests that a snapshot observation are difficult to evaluate due to them containing a limited amount of information and therefore hard to analyse in any great depth.

Following the snapshot observations, I determined that the most effective course of action was a more detailed narrative based observation. Barber and Paul-Smith (2012) state that “Narrative observations consist of the observer writing down everything that a child or group say or do” therefore this style would allow me to be able to accurately record the various learning events that the learner experiences throughout the school day. However, Bruce et al (2012) states that narrative observation us a number of different recording methods to accurately record the data, these are: 
· Writing
· Diagrams
· Sketches
· Electronic recordings
Initially, following my snapshot observations my preferred method of observation would have been a video recording of the learning events however as stated by Duck and Montgomery (1993, p.206) "some studies suggest that the reactivity of the observation target may increase when the observation method is immediate and obvious”. This suggests that the use of a video camera could alter the way in which the targets behave and therefore give the researcher unreliable results. This and due to the safeguarding guidelines set out by the school and BERA that required all children remained anonymous, so this ensured that I would not use any electronic method of observation.
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Leech (2005, p.34-35) states that “Written narrative observations can be used to collect data over a short space of time and should be written in the present tense and read like a running commentary of what the children did”. A descriptive account of the exact events that occurred allowed me to detail exactly what happened during the learning event and have accurate information to review in the weeks after. 

The children were set the task of creating a rollercoaster for their model car to travel on the following section is a description as to what happened within the task. 

Child one: Initially attacked the challenge blindly and started randomly putting the materials together.
Child two: Interrupted child one and said “stop let’s talk about what type of rollercoaster we want to make as a group like miss said” 
Children one-four: Discussed that they thought that a large slide/drop would be best for their rollercoaster as they felt that it would give them the best chance of success.
Children one-four: Proceeded to create the rollercoaster out of a foam pipe that they cut in half and secured it with tape to the wall to create the drop section of the rollercoaster. They then began testing to see if the car would successfully make it down the course.

The car did not make it down the course successfully and kept coming off the side of the track this led to the pupils beginning to discuss why the car was unsuccessful in competing the course.

Child one: “Why won’t the car stay on the rollercoaster?”
Child three: “Maybe the car is broken”
Child two: *Inspecting the car* “no the car works fine”
Child four: “The track is to thin, we need to make it bigger”
Child two: “Why? the car fits on it fine”
Child one: “But why does the car keep falling off then?”
Child three: “Because we aren’t dropping it straight, the track is curving a bit”
Child one: “Oh ok that’s why but how can we make it stay on?”
Child four: “Let’s make a barrier out of tape to keep the car on the track”

The children then proceed to make a barrier out of tape on the sides of the tube in order for the car to be able to stay on it the whole time.
This proves to be a success and the children are thrilled to go back to class and share with everyone what they created. 

The teacher calls them to the front of the class and they set up the rollercoaster in class this time to demonstrate for everyone.

Teacher: The teacher praises them for good team work and effort on the task and then asks “did you come across any problems?”
Child one: “Yes the car kept coming off the track but child four came up with the idea of making a barrier down the side of the track”
Teacher: “That’s a really good idea, and we can see it works. How did you think of that?”
Child four: “I went bowling before and kept throwing the ball down the side, so the man pulled up the barriers for me and I started hitting the pins. The car falling off reminded me of that, so I thought putting barriers on it would work”
Teacher: “Well done, that’s an excellent real life example that has helped you with this epic challenge.”

The learning event I decided to concentrate on was an excellent example of exploratory talk as well as an excellent collaborative learning experience that allowed the pupils the creative freedom to create whatever they wanted within the specifications of the topic.
Alexander (2010, p.9) suggests that talk is the foundation of all learning, by teachers using it with precision and flair and allowing children to talk and explore a variety of vocabulary it can enhance the children’s ability to learn all the curriculum basics. 

Sinclair and Couthald (1975) identified that there are three stages of organised talk within the classroom, these are: 
• Initiation by teacher
• Response by child
• Feedback comment.
This suggest that classroom talk is dependent on if the teacher initiates it amongst the pupil and allows them the opportunity to answer the question, however this is quite a rigid belief and does not give the child much opportunity to expand their learning and develop their ideas with their peers.

Panteleo (2008, p.101) cites Mercer (1995) who describes exploratory talk "as thinking out loud and this enables individuals to monitor and reshape their own thoughts, talk as 'a means to control thinking'". Mercer (2000) also defines group exploratory talk as “that in which partners engage critically but constructively with each other’s ideas” (Grainger, 2006, p.133)

From the description of the learning event, I believe that the children have shown how exploratory talk is an effective method to enhance the understanding of their group.  Pupil one identifies the problem that they need to solve as a group and asks the group the opening question. This shows that pupil one is concerned that they are not hitting the brief of the task and that he does not understand why. Child two and three then begin trying to actively work out why the car will not stay on the track and child three poses a potential reason as to why they are not succeeded upon which child two quickly dismisses as it is not the issue. At this point Pupil four correctly identifies the problem with the project and states to the group “the track is to thin, we need to make it bigger”. This is where I believe the learning event begins as the pupils are made to consider the problem and child one and two are unable to grasp why the car will not stay on the track. Pupil two states in response to pupil fours statement “why? The car fits on it fine” to which pupil one replies, “But why does it keep falling off then?”. Pupil three then realises that they have not been dropping the car onto a straight track but one that curves slightly, and this is why it has been unsuccessful up to this point. Child One then understands the issue and says, “oh I get it now that’s why it doesn’t work properly but how can we make it stay on?” to which child four suggests the fix for the problem, he said “let’s make a barrier out of tape to keep the car on the track”. 

This short conversation shows how the help of other colleagues can enhance their learning experience, collaborative working is an excellent way for children to practice their exploratory talk, this belief is shared by Johnson (2002, p.113) who believes “When students work collaboratively in groups they are more likely to engage in exploratory talk”
Howe and Littleton (2010, p.143-144) believe that ‘classroom use of exploratory talk is sporadic and that there is a pressing need to enhance children's collaborative, co-constructive and exploratory orientation to solving a wide variety of problems together.’ This suggests that exploratory talk in the classroom should be encouraged and celebrated when the learning experience of the children has been improved through the medium of collaborative learning and exploratory talk.

Learning theories

Over the years there have been many learning theories that have been developed by various academics but few that are widely regarded as effective learning theories. Two of the main theories that are deemed as effective are ‘Behaviourism’ and ‘Constructivism’.

Grigg (2015, p.113) defines behaviourism as “a theory of learning which stresses that behaviour is acquired and derives from a stimulus – response relationship.” While Griffin et al (2007, p.25) cites Borger and Seaborne (1966, p.16) who offer a classic definition of behaviourism, they believe that "learning is any more or less permanent change in behaviour which is the result of an experience”.

Pritchard (2013, p.7) believes that behaviourism” is a theory of learning focusing on observable behaviours and discounting any mental activity. Learning is defined simply as the acquisition of the new behaviour”. Behaviourists believe that there are two methods of learning, these are classical and operant conditioning.

Classical conditioning was a theory that was created by a Russian physiologist called Ivan Pavlov, his research revolved around making dogs salivate at the sound of a bell. He determined that there were four phases to his classical conditioning theory, Pritchard (2013, p.8) highlights the four phases, these are:
· Acquisition
This phase is the initial learning of the conditioned response
· Extinction
After the response has been acquired it will not remain indefinitely, so extinction is used to describe the disappearance of the conditioned response.
· Generalisation
After a conditioned response has been acquired a similar stimulus could prove to create a response.
· Discrimination
This is the opposite of generalisation, this means the individual will be able to differentiate between a conditioned response to a stimulus but not to another. 

The research by Pavlov on operant conditioning led to the development of ‘operant conditioning’ by an American psychologist called B.F. Skinner. Clarke et al (2007) cites Skinner (1938) who defines Operant conditioning as “a method of learning that occurs through rewards and punishments for behaviour. Through operant conditioning, an individual makes an association between a particular behaviour and a consequence”
Skinner believed that if there was a reward for producing a certain response then it is more likely that that response will be repeated in future, while if a punishment was given out for a response to a stimulus it would cause the subject to re-evaluate repeating that behaviour in future.

In the learning event, the teacher praised the children in front of the class and this was seen as a reward for the hard work of the children, it is believed that this positive reinforcement would act as a tool of motivation for the children to repeat the positive behaviour in the future. This type of intrinsic reward is supported within however the use of extrinsic rewards for students could lead to issues for teachers in the long-term use. Pritchard (2013, p.11) suggests that rewards can belittle or demean the learning experience and can lead to some children feeling isolated as they do not feel they can produce work of a good enough quality to get a reward.

Constructivists however have vastly different beliefs to that of behaviourists. Constructivism has been defined by Giesen (n.d) as “people construct their own understanding and knowledge of the world through experiencing things and reflecting on those experiences.”

Constructivism was initially developed by Jean Piaget and he is considered to be one of the leaders in the constructivist theory from the outset.  Grigg (2015, p.113) believes that constructivists believe that “behaviourism, does not give enough attention to innate feelings and thoughts” He uses the example of children will read a certain book because they want to and not because they have been promised a reward for doing so (Grigg, 2015).
Jean Piaget was famous for his theory on cognitive development of children. (Locke and Ciechalski, 1995) state that “Piaget (1963) divided cognitive development into four major stages and approximate corresponding ages.” Grigg (2015, p.114) outlines the four stages as:
· Sensorimotor - Birth through ages 18-24 months.
Learns through senses and reflexes, manipulates things.
· Preoperational - Toddlerhood (18-24 months) through early childhood (age 7).
Ideas based on perceptions. Focuses on one variable at the time and over-generalises based on limited experience.
· Concrete operational - Ages 7 to 12.
Forms ideas based on reasoning and limits thinking to objects and familiar events.
· Formal operational - Adolescence through adulthood.
Abstract reasoning begins, and they can speculate about the possible.

Piaget believed that active learning is very important, and children should be free to question, explore and test in order to construct their own learning (Grigg 2015). This suggests that constructivists believe that children should be in charge of their own learning and therefore link it to any real-life experience they have encountered. Children should also be allowed to make mistakes in their learning and through the medium of talk be able to discover where they went wrong by working with their peers.

A Russian psychologist called Lev Vygotsky decided to expand on Piagets’ theory, he believed that language and culture played a key role in the development of humans (Daniels 2017). Pritchard (2013, p.131) suggests that “Vygotsky stressed the importance of their own social interaction in which an individual participates in learning” this led to Vygotsky developing ‘social constructivism’.

Vygotsky spoke of the importance of dialogue in learning and in particular the need for teachers to use stimulating language and allow for children to work collaboratively to develop their knowledge. (Beck and Kosnik, 2006). This led to Vygotsky developing the zone of proximal development (ZPD).
Grigg (2015, p.115) defines Vygotskys ZPD theory as “the difference between what a learner can do without assistance and what he or she can do with help.” Vygotsky believed that a child’s potential is dependent on what they can achieve by working with a more knowledgeable other. Rogoff (1984) explains this as “the concept of the ZPD refers to the phase in development in which a child has only partially mastered a task but can participate in its execution with the assistance and supervision of an adult or more capable peer”.
This theory is the base for social constructivism as it requires the learners to work together and share experiences.
Within a teaching environment, using a more knowledgeable other is known as scaffolding. Pritchard (2013, p.27) states that “scaffolding is the process of giving support to the learner at the appropriate time and at the appropriate level for the learner” this is referring to the child’s journey through the zone of proximal development. Scaffolding can take the form of a number of different approaches, collaborative learning, through the medium of discussion is one way in which scaffolding can be utilised to improve the learning experience of the pupils (Pritchard,2013, p.27).

I feel that while it could be argued that both of these theories are relevant to my learning event, however it is constructivism that I believe is the most relevant to my learning event. Specifically, Vygotsky’s theory of social-constructivism is the theory that exploratory talk and collaborative learning fits into most accurately as the ZPD theory was proven to be effective as the children in the group used each other’s knowledge in order to rectify the problem that they faced.  Scaffolding is another technique which is at the centre of social constructivism due to it specifically being designed to aid students to achieve what they would not be able to without any guidance.


Ideal learning environment
This section will incorporate what I believe to be an ideal learning environment for pupils in the foundation phase in Wales, it will link to the prospective curriculum that is being masterminded by Professor Graham Donaldson.
Bailey et al (2014 p.33) suggests that for a teacher to have a positive learning environment they need ‘A classroom that is student-oriented—one with high expectations, but recognises that each student has unique needs, strengths and skill levels’. Bailey et al (2014) suggests that a positive learning environment is crucial for children to gain the relevant skills required for success in future education, careers and life. Therefore, I think that having a positive learning environment is crucial in the development of a child and my ideal learning will ensure that every child has the opportunity to develop an fulfil the four purposes set by Donaldson in Wales. Donaldson (2015) highlights the four purposes outlined in successful futures and believes that they are the foundations that the new curriculum in wales will be based on, these purposes are:
· Ambitious capable learners
· Ethical, informed citizens
· Enterprising, creative contributors 
· Healthy, confident individuals
It is vitally important that the learning environment allows for the children to achieve each of these purposes.
Donaldson (2015) also states that children should be able to develop a number of wider skills within the six key areas of learning and experience. The skills that they should develop are:
· Critical thinking and problem solving
· Planning and organising
· Creativity and innovation
· Personal effectiveness
In order to hit these aspects, my ideal learning environment will have a number of different areas that will allow for the students to have a positive learning experience and fulfil the expectations of the new curriculum when it comes in to force in 2020.
Outdoor learning environment
The Welsh Assembly Governments (WAG) “First steps outdoors” initiative was created in 2010 with the ambition that schools need to make the most of the natural environment when educating children. WAG (2010) state that “With children today increasingly leading indoor, sedentary lives the importance of taking teaching and learning outdoors is gaining significance.” This suggests that it is at the forefront of the WAG’s issues and is a crucial part of the new curriculum that Wales is set to adopt in 2020. 
The WAG (2010) believe that “A well-designed, stimulating outdoor area offers irresistible learning opportunities and extends and supports indoor learning.” Therefore, my ideal environment has a substantial outdoor learning environment. My outdoor environment will make use of the forest school initiative for the children to enjoy and explore. The official Forest Schools Wales website (n.d) cites feedback they have received from Estyn regarding the project, the feedback states “an Outstanding feature of curriculum provision is the Forest School Project. Cross-curricular in presentation it contributes to the spiritual, moral and social development of pupils as well as their awareness of environmental issues”
The benefits of Forest Schools initiative are significant as forest schools (n.d) state that “Participants have been shown to benefit in many ways including self-confidence & self-esteem, team work, motivation, skills and knowledge, and pride in, and understanding of, their surrounding environment”. With the health and wellbeing of student being so prevalent within Successful Futures it is highly important that this provision is within my ideal learning environment.
I will include a vegetable patch so the children can learn and grow their own vegetables and this can be linked into a number of different areas of learning and creates endless opportunities for the children to develop a range of skills through cross curricular learning.
My Outdoor space will have significant resources for the children to undertake play activities. In the document “Play Active Learning” the WAG (2008) state “Play is an essential ingredient in the curriculum which should be fun and stimulating. Well-planned play helps children to think and make sense of the world around them.” Therefore, my ideal learning environment will ensure that I facilitate play as key aspect of my curriculum.
The WAG (2008) highlight the sentiments of the Rumbold Report (1990) on play and believe that they still stand firm today It stated that: 
‘Play that is well planned and pleasurable helps children to think, to increase their understanding and to improve their language competence. It allows children to be creative, to explore and investigate materials, to experiment and to draw and test their conclusions... Such experience is important in catching and sustaining children’s interests and motivating their learning as individuals and in co-operation with others.’ 
This shows the importance that play has on the education of children and also how important it is in the foundation phase. It can be directly linked to the Donaldson report as it hits many aspects of the purposes and skills that he wishes the children of Wales to gain.

ICT
ICT is a major factor in the world today and therefore needs to be one of the main points of any ideal learning provision. The provision of iPads, virtual reality headsets and computers should all be catered for in an ideal environment. Due to technology changing it is important that schools keep up and develop their student’s ICT skills so that they are competent for the jobs of the future. This is why the Digital Competency Framework (DCF) was developed in Wales. 
The WAG (2018) developed the framework and determined that the DCF set out the digital skills to be attained by learners aged between 3 and 16 across four strands these were:
· Citizenship. 
· Interacting and collaborating. 
· Producing. 
· Data and computational thinking.
Each strand of the DCF would incorporate different elements into each strand of the DCF that will ensure that the students are suitably prepared for the digital age ahead.
BY having excellent ICT provision within the learning environment it opens up a wide range of activities that can be incorporated into any subject therefore supporting Donaldson’s aim of a truly cross curricular learning environment.
Intergenerational aspect
My ideal learning environment will have a link with a local old people’s home/retirement village. I am a big believer in the benefit of intergenerational projects and the positive impact that they can have on both the children and the older generation.
Bearne (2017) states that “Intergenerational projects can provide a fresh approach to learning about life outside the classroom, and often lead to long-lasting memories.” Working closely with an intergenerational project would allow the children to see a different perspective of the world they live in. The older generation could help teach the children about how the world has progressed in their lifetime. Through the medium of role play the older generation can help the children experience what growing up in Wales was like for them and this will give the children an authentic learning experience while also linking to Curriculum Cymraeg by looking at the history of wales. 
With health and wellbeing being a major factor in Donaldson’s Successful Futures I think this is a great opportunity to improve the wellbeing of the students. Wood (2015) of The Telegraph states that “Research shows that developing relationships between the elderly and the young can be beneficial for the wellbeing of both parties” Therefore improving the children’s social skills and their general wellbeing. This belief is also held by Durand (2017) who highlights a number of benefits of intergenerational projects, these include:
· Social awareness for communicating with older people.
· Positive attitudes toward aging and the elderly.
· Mentoring and positive role models.
· Learning social skills in a nurturing environment.

My Ideal Learning Environment
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Conclusion
To conclude, the learning event in which I witnessed highlighted the importance of exploratory talk and collaborative learning. From reviewing the relevant literature, it is clear that this was an event that fits within the scope of the social-constructivism theory. It has opened my eyes to the benefits of using talk in the classroom but ensuring that it is not all teacher led talk and that I allow children the freedom to lead their own learning and create and solve problems for themselves. However, behaviourism has its benefits and I will also incorporate aspects of that into my future teaching, specifically the importance of praise used as an intrinsic reward for the students to increase motivation for future tasks.

Having an ideal learning environment is clearly important with the introduction of the new curriculum that Wales will be experiencing soon. I believe that the environment you teach in should be an environment that promotes a positive learning experience for all. The environment should promote cross curricular learning and be an environment that allows a child to be creative and fabricate their own learning, again showing the importance of social-constructivism in teaching. The incorporation of excellent ICT skills will also ensure that the DCF framework would be adhered to and the students are prepared for the future with the technological advancements that are being made at a rapid rate.
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