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During my observation I was particularly interested in looking at positive and negative reinforcement, or as it is sometimes described, operant conditioning; Is it of importance within the classroom setting, and do the children really know what they are being rewarded for? The main theory surrounding this operant conditioning is the behaviourist approach and if we were to look at this approach, the underpinning of it is that the learner requires some sort of reward or reinforcement to move on with their learning. The behaviourists believed that when we are born our mind is a blank canvas and that our environment has the biggest effect on our personalities and our learning, and that we only learn any new behaviour through this operant conditioning.  The behaviourist approach is the main umbrella for operant conditioning, and I decided to look at the work of B.F Skinner, who originated his work from that of Edward Thorndike, who began his experiments on cats and wanted to see if the cats could escape from a box when he put something they liked and recognised outside of this box. He then named this the “Law of effect” (Thorndike, 1898). The basis of his theory was that any behaviour that was met with a reward would be repeated, behaviour that was not met with a reward would not be repeated. This is much like reward systems in schools. Children know good behaviour will be rewarded with stickers and stars, but bad behaviour will result in loss of play or phone calls to parents. However, do children really understand what behaviour is ‘good’ or ‘bad’ and are they merely behaving a certain way because we as teachers and adults have ‘conditioned’ them to do so, because they want these shiny stickers and to go out to play? Within this brief observation this is what I was looking to find, do children understand what they are being rewarded and punished for?  At the time of the observation we were given consent to carry out the observation, however the school and children within the observation shall remain anonymous, and all notes written during the observation were also anonymized, i.e. School x, and child 1. 

OBSERVATION
The school in which I observed was an English medium school in a small village within South Wales. It caters for children age 3-11 years old and there are around 500 pupils within the school itself, which is classed as a large Primary school. The pupils in the school are not classed as “economically prosperous nor disadvantaged” (Estyn, 2011). According to the same Estyn report around about twenty one percent of the children are entitled to free school meals which is not cause for concern within the local authority area. Within the school around thirty percent of the children have special educational needs a number which is higher than the national average, and five of the thirty percent have an official statement of SEN.  
The specific class I observed was a Year 3 class, with a range of different abilities. There was a lot of differentiation within the class with regards to work and social ability. Within education now there as a big debate on the issue of differentiation and do we do enough of it within the classroom environment? As consumers know one size does not fit all, educators must know the same (Tucker, 2011) we need to challenge those students who can be challenged, otherwise they will not grow and question their own learning. However, on the other hand we must realise that not all learners are the same, and some may find the simplest of tasks challenging and need support and guidance to reach their potential. The class was set out with ability groups in mind, Coch being the highest ability and Gwyrdd being the lowest. Groups melyn and oren were then considered “average” learners who would require help with some more difficult tasks but generally could continue on their own. Gwyrdd however would require assistance with the simplest of tasks, writing their name required a lot of reinforcement and the date would take them a long time to complete. The behaviour within this group was very disruptive, they would continually cut across the teacher speaking even though there was a Teaching assistant constantly assigned to their table. The teacher was doing their best to ignore the noise coming from this group, which is another positive within Skinners theory. He believed that this kind of disruptive behaviour, no matter how small, should be ignored, and by ignoring this kind of behaviour rather than punishing it, they are showing the child that this kind of behaviour is irrelevant, and they do not need it within the classroom. 
The method I decided to use was the target child method, as one child had caught my attention within the group. Target child was disruptive, they were asked to constantly sit down and to remain quiet, however this proved difficult for the child in question. They then had to get on with a task about “Y Corff” in Welsh. Group coch were given a blank sheet and a Geiriadur Cymraeg, whereas Group gwyrdd were given a sheet with Y Corff on it and had to fill in the blanks. To which the group completed their task to the best of their ability, with the target child feeling very proud of their accomplished task. 

Child: Miss, Miss look at my work! Look how good it is.
Teacher: WAW!! (name) that’s amazing, miss is so proud of you!
Child: Does this mean I can come off the yellow card and have a sticker?
Teacher: Well of course you can have a sticker!! 
Child: Does that mean I don’t have to stay in break time? 
Teacher: Well no, you have done fabulous work and I am so very proud of you, but you had the carden melyn for something else and you still must stay in break time.
Child: But I had a sticker though? 
The child was unable to recall what they had previously done and was very unsure as to why they had their Carden melyn. Even though he had received a sticker for his brilliant work, about ten or fifteen minutes later, the target child went and hit another child on their table. This resulted in him having another carden melyn, which unfortunately became a carden coch, this meant he missed not just five minutes of his play, but in fact all his play. The teacher then went on to explain to the child that this was the reason he had the other card in the first place. Which bodes the question around positive and negative reinforcement and if it is as effective as we think. Skinner believed that children do not remember the event that took place, but only the punishment they received because of this behaviour which is shown above with the target child. They did not recall why they had the carden melyn, just simply that they did have one. If they knew the behaviour behind the punishment, then would they have acted differently? 
As well as using the target child method, which continually focuses on one child, and observes them within their natural setting, the way in which I carried out my observation was through written narrative. This is a far more natural way of recording and can help with spontaneous observation. The main advantage for this is that we do not need any equipment to carry out this kind of observation, only a laptop or even pen and paper, however we could argue that might be a disadvantage also, as I was writing down the events that happened, things can change in seconds within any environment but especially with children whilst they are doing an activity. By writing down with pen and paper I could only make brief notes, maybe missing information along the way or not being able to write full events down as I could not keep up with the speed in which they were taking place. The notes themselves needed to be written as I was seeing them, otherwise I could have forgotten some vital detail that would have been important to the observation. However, using this method, writing is something we do every day; therefore, I am using a skill I use daily, a skill which is quite concrete, and I am quite confident in my ability to write and take notes. By using the target child method there were a lot of advantages taken from the observation, as I was focusing on one child I did not have to worry about different names or code names for other children, I only had one throughout my observation, however this could have also been a disadvantage as I may have missed out on another good observation by limiting myself to this one child. I also had to summarise and collect all the information I had written down in my observation which proved difficult as there were interactions with different children that were examples of what I was observing but did not include the specific target child. 
In an ideal situation I would have had a longer period to observe the class and maybe target a few children over several days or months, however time was limited. In this situation I would have been able to observe different children on different days, collect my data and have a bigger pool of data to work with. However, if I was to use the target child method over a period I would have had to have the permission of the parents, and whilst observing a child if I were to observe behaviour that was regarded as different, this may prove difficult with parents etc.
I would however still consider using the positive reinforcement method within my classroom. Seeing the children who received stickers for their behaviour and work, they were so proud, including the target child. In an ideal world we would not need to use negative reinforcement, however it is a necessity within schools and for classroom management. I would be more inclined to use the positive as best I could within my classroom environment, as this would bring a more positive feeling to the classroom in general. Giving someone a positive when they have presented negative behaviour is always challenging, but some children do not understand why they are being treated negatively, although they previously hit another child. Skinners approach had a not one size fits all approach and I do feel as a teacher you must know which children need the positive and which children can handle and learn from the negative.
To understand the learning event that was witnessed within this school and to answer the question if we are merely conditioning our pupils to act a certain way we must investigate the theory behind operant conditioning and if it really is a way of teaching children how to behave. Within the behaviourist approach there are many influential theorists such as John Locke and John Watson who also believed that children are born as a blank canvas and they learn their behaviour from their environment or surroundings. But arguably one of the most influential theorists to stem from the behaviourist approach is one that was mentioned earlier and that is Burrhus Frederic Skinner, or B.F Skinner. He came out with his own branch of operant conditioning and believed that ‘all behaviour is determined by consequences’ (Aubrey & Riley.2016, P60). These consequences could be positive or negative, and depending on which one would mean if the behaviour would occur again or not.  Because of the way in which Skinner’s theory worked, his approach was used widely as a way of modifying the behaviour of those with phobias or addictions. 
Skinner mostly experimented his theory on animals and used them as a basis for his studies on human behaviour, which some people did not agree with (Nye, 1972). Even though he was one of the most influential behaviourist theorists he also faced a lot of critiques about his radical approaches to behaviourism, and many felt he was on the borderline. However, Skinner referred to himself as a ‘radical behaviourist’ (Richelle, 1993) and believed as his theory was tested on animals that it was in fact a natural science (Baum, 2011). The theory which we see in every day situations, especially within the school setting is known as operant conditioning, or positive and negative reinforcement. Skinner expanded on the work of Thorndike, as mentioned previously, and set up his experiment with rats which were placed inside his ‘Skinner Box’. This box meant the rats had no distraction from outside and could concentrate solely on the reward that was being given to them. The rats would receive food each time they pressed on the lever, which is enforcing positive behaviour, however, the food was then removed, the rats continued to press the leaver until eventually they would realise that the food no longer came which meant the behaviour did not continue as there was no positive outcome at the end. Is this what is happening within our schools? Are children conditioned to this sticker winning culture, and when they do not receive the sticker, does that make them feel as if they have not done enough? Skinner also believed as mentioned above that his theories could be applied to humans as well as animals, and although the reinforcement would not be food or water it could be money or compliments (Nye, 1979). 
Classroom management is just one of the many roles the teacher must contend with daily. This does not mean pupils shouting or disrupting behaviour necessarily, but even the low-level noise can be classed as having bad classroom management. There have been many a debate about how to manage classroom behaviour effectively, but from school to school and class to class, all children and all behaviour changes. In a report carried out by the Department of Education in England in 2012 it was found that this low-level noise disruption can affect the teaching time within a classroom of up to 30%, which is obviously going to have a detrimental affect on students if this continues to happen daily. A loss of 30% teaching time a week would result in a lot of pupils not getting the attention and support they needed, which may result in them ‘switching off’ or not being pushed to their higher potential. Over time this could potentially influence the school’s overall results. This is when we see the introduction of punishments within the school or classroom, such as missing five minutes of play or a whole playtime, and in some cases suspension and exclusions, but if we were to look at Skinners theory, he claims punishment like this is not productive and the child will not remember the reason why they are being punished but only the punishment themselves, and sometimes only the person who gave them this punishment which could result in the relationship between them being affected. The classic reward systems in schools now are the charts and stickers and this seems to work well for children, as they know if they have a sticker in school they can take it home and have more praise off who ever is at home. If we were to go back to the classroom that was observed the child was displaying this type of behaviour. They were seemingly disruptive but not overly so, but as we have seen above this can be a problem for the other pupils and the teacher within the classroom. Although it would be naïve to think that stickers and reward charts could solve all these problems, Skinner believes that rather than using punishments like loss of play and loss of points, that teachers should merely ignore this behaviour and continually praise the other students who are not shouting out and who are sitting in their seats working hard. Eventually, according to his theory, the disruptive child should begin to re-think their behaviour and wonder why they are not being praised like everyone else.
Even though the work of Skinner seems to fit into the everyday life within a classroom, as mentioned some had their critiques of the theory. A lot argued that what can be tested on animals should not be carried out on humans. Are we if we use this theory comparing our children to laboratory rats? Nye (1979) argues that although there are similarities between human and animal brain function, humans are far more complex and can rationalise much better than a rat or pigeon. This means that the rat’s behaviour is much more mechanic than that of a human would be, and although the human would react to the positive reward, they would first rationalise and think about the situation, therefore as mentioned above are we training our children to be mechanical lab rats, or to be children who are aware of their own behaviour? Another big theorist who disagreed with Skinner was Carl Rogers, who was the creator of client- centred therapy and he believed that the client was the one who took charge of their own well-being, and argued that Skinner was trying to control human behaviour and produce these man made clients, whereas he believed the person who was leading the session should be there to listen and nothing else, they would not even attempt to guide the participant into another direction but was purely a listener.   

However, it is easy to assume that these children shouting out are looking for attention and therefore they act the way they do. Skinner was very much ahead of his time within the education system and believed that these children were not understanding or keeping up with the work. This is linked with the work or William and Black and their observation Inside the Black box (2001), where they looked at assessment for learning and believed that ‘teachers need to know their pupils’ progress and difficulties’. Because of the findings within this article schools have now moved on to differentiating work for pupils who find it difficult to keep up with the proposed curriculum. This also links in with Skinner’s theory as he believed children should oversee their own learning and their own progress, and William and Black emphasised peer and self- assessment as being of the same if not of more importance than the teacher’s assessment. As mentioned previously all pupils do not learn the same, much like all adults, teachers need to see that the smallest achievement for some is the biggest for others, much like we saw in the observation. The target child was so proud of his big achievement that he felt he needed rewarding, however it was somewhat overshadowed by the fact that he still had to stay in break time for something he did not remember doing. We can see that this theory links well into classroom life and has done since we had the days of corporal punishment within schools, that can be seen as a negative reinforcement, but since this was banned in all schools by 1998, teachers had to become more creative in the way they managed their classrooms and developed this idea of stickers and reward charts, but although the theory and critiques suggest we are developing lab rats, it seems children absolutely love the thought of getting a brand new shiny sticker, and for those who rarely have any reward then it is something that is of great importance to them.


Ideal learning environment 
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Whilst creating the ideal learning environment there are many things one needs to consider; can everyone access all the materials? Does everyone understand what each task is for? And most importantly how are these ‘fun’ and ‘different learning areas beneficial to a child’s learning. The learning environment is merely an extension of the learning that takes place within the classroom, and teachers need to take full advantage of the materials available to them. Why do we need specific areas within our classrooms? And what are these specific areas targeted for within the curriculum, to shape these pupils’ learning. When we think of a learning environment we almost always think of a classroom, learning can take place anywhere, and within this learning environment the outdoor ‘classroom’ is just as important and educational as the ‘indoor classroom’. 

Maths Masters – Here we work on numeracy that we have previously covered in class. Numeracy is an essential part of school and learning in general. This area is specifically designed to show children that maths is not all about writing numbers on paper. Here there will be different types of activities from actual sums, to white boards, to different resources such as numicon and number lines to help the children visually see how maths can be developed and to encourage them to develop their own methods and ways of problem solving. Some children develop a fear of maths and numbers and may not want to answer a question in class. Here in this area the teacher if done so effectively can monitor progress and understanding by observing the child undertaking these specifically designed maths tasks. They can then gage if a child understands a task or if they require more provision and support within the subject. By using resources such as numicon children can work out subtract and addition with ease. The numeracy skills they will develop in this area will be those they can apply to every day situations, be it with using money and counting out change or being able to tell how warm or cold it is with the thermometer. Most children think maths is just for school and they will not need it in the community setting, however within the new successful futures curriculum, they are pushing for this school and community link and making pupils more well rounded citizens as they leave the educational setting.  

Literacy / Quiet Cwtch – Much like numeracy, literacy is a fundamental part of the learning experience. Children will be able to go to the Quiet cwtch to read and complete tasks independently and without supervision. Even though this is a reading task it is also a test of their independence and their ability to stay on task unsupervised. The literacy area will be full of spelling activities and comprehensions for those who wish to develop their skills further. The tasks themselves will be an extension of the knowledge the children have already acquired during lessons and every day situations. As well as the spelling and other tasks here is where the class books are kept and children are free to use these as an extension on their literacy work. Most believe that literacy is purely writing, however reading is a fundamental part of our literacy growth. Without the knowledge and experience children acquire from books, they would be unable to grow as a literacy writer. Imagination and creativity come from reading books and reading other authors’ works. It might even inspire them to write some stories of their own! Donaldson emphasises the importance of literacy in his successful futures document and praises literacy for making children all over, well rounded citizens. The tasks presented within these different areas should be an extension of what the children have been learning in class. In order for something to remain in a child’s long term memory they need to hear it or see it several times. They also need to know in which context the new word fits into. The tasks also need to enhance the child’s curiosity, if they do not find something interesting then they are not going to want to learn anything about the topic. 

Cornel Iaith – Every child should know and be proud of their heritage and culture, and as active members of society they should be able to contribute to their social environment. Having a cornel Cymraeg or Cornel iaith will embed within children that language and culture are two very important things, and that learning to speak the language of your country is an extremely valuable skill.  Within the new Donaldson curriculum, he very strongly states that he wants all children to become valuable citizens within their community. By having our cornel Cymraeg we are intending on using our ‘Milltir sgwar” which is a very visual way of showing pupils where exactly they live compared to where their school is, and to also educate them further on what exactly is in their school’s village. This is not only important for the pupils, but also extremely important for the economical and community side for the village in which the school is based. Therefore the cornel iaith will be much more than Welsh terms and words, but actually associating these to different contexts. 

Caught on camera (ICT area) – Within the upcoming Donaldson curriculum ICT has become a very important part of our every day lives, and whether some agree with this or not it is slowly becoming a part of every day school life in turn. All electronic devices are used widely across schools all over the world, be it for taking registers, practicing songs in assembly or researching work in class. Even though some have a negative view on these devices, and there are many research papers available that suggest children of the younger generation are spending too much time on devices, by using them in school and showing them the correct programmes and applications to use we are educating them to see that there is more on these devices than social media sites and games. Naace is an ICT institution who’s vision is to incorporate ICT into schools as often as numeracy and literacy and to make schools see that it is just as fundamental these days to our children’s learning and development. They believe there are two types of school, one of which has ICT completely embedded into their every day curriculum, and the other type which uses ICT for specific lessons or skills. They have researched with these ICT embedded schools and have found that when the pupils and the teacher are confident within their ICT skills the lesson then becomes about the quality of the writing not about how they are using a laptop, ipad or computer. These schools have also said that the use of ICT has increased their maths scores by up to 0.5%, therefore with the right tools and resources and a competent use of these skills children and the school as a whole will benefit from more technology based lessons. 

Meeting Mat – “When kids are gathered close at the meeting area, you are teaching. You’re teaching kids how to listen actively, how to engage in a large group setting” (Moore, 2015). The ‘Meeting mat’ is a vital area for children, and most classrooms have an area where the teacher can access class learning tasks. Not only, as mentioned above by Beth Moore is it an important lesson to teach children to engage in a group setting, but you are also making a safe, positive environment where they feel they can speak openly and freely about any problems, or celebrations they might have. Your relationship as a class, and more importantly as a class teacher has a profound effect on how children learn within your classroom. If they do not feel safe, they will not grow and be the best they can. If we were to look at the Reggio Emilia approach this emphasises the fact that children are born communicators, they emphasise language as an importance of play and communicating with others is a vital part of their development. It is just as important for the children to communicate with each other within the learning environment as it is to communicate with the teacher. 

Outdoor area – Within the outdoor area we have many different areas for the pupils to explore. They have a mud kitchen area where they are free to explore different textures and make different potions with their imaginations. This enhances children’s thinking skills, and more importantly their communication skills, this is without improving their numeracy language also. We have an investigation area which is ideal for those who love to explore nature, and where they can use magnifying glasses to look closer at any creatures of plants they might find within the woodland area. We also have a building area which is ideal for children who love to experiment making new things, and also enhances their fine motor skills which is important for later on in their development with things like tying their shoe laces and holding a pencil correctly. According to the EYFS document, many children are now spending too much time indoors with their electronic devices, and parents also have growing concerns about traffic and a growth in concern of child abduction they were reluctant to send their children outdoors alone. However, within the school environment this is not an issue, the school is secure, the children are supervised whilst they can enjoy their outdoor learning environment. The EYFS document also says that whilst the children are outdoors they can be themselves, they can get messy, they can be noisy, they can grow and build on their confidence. There is a vast amount of links with the outdoors and the new curriculum; they can improve their communication skills as mentioned above, their numeracy skills will be developed through counting conkers and sticks and separating them into a pictogram or a tally chart. They can investigate the cycle of a plant and what helps it to grow which is building on their knowledge and understanding of the world. With the ever-growing problem of obesity this is an ideal way to get children up and outside and active, the classroom does not have to be the only place in which learning can happen. Many children struggle within the classroom environment; by opening the classroom doors we are challenging them and opening their minds to a vast new curriculum.  
In conclusion I have found that the use of positive and negative reinforcement within a classroom setting is effective, depending on the way you use the different techniques and if the children can in fact understand what is being asked of them. I feel that I have looked into positive and negative reinforcement and have given the relevant theories, argued for and against this specific approach, although there are some who argue against it, the children in particular seem to enjoy the praise they get, and even as adults we all like to receive compliments or to be told we have done something well. I have also found that children work best in an environment they feel safe and secure in, and that is something I will always remember within my own classroom. The resources they need must be in a context they understand, otherwise they will not have the want to learn, and the most important thing a child can have is the curiosity to learn. 
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