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Reflections on a learning event, the surrounding theories and the possible implications for pedagogy.
This assignment will critically examine and reflect upon a learning event that has been observed in a recent school visit. To meet certain ethical standards any information that could be used to identify any pupils, staff members or the school involved will be altered. Before undertaking the observation, I consulted the document Observing Children (Welsh Assembly Government, 2008) to ensure that I was following best practice and conducting the observation in the most beneficial and least intrusive method possible for everyone involved. I was also reassured to know that my previous understanding of what observing pupils entails was in line with an eminent definition: “the process of seeking and interpreting evidence for use by learners and their teachers to decide where the learners are in their learning, where they need to go next, and how best to get them there” (Assessment Reform Group, 2002). Prior to the observation I received a detailed briefing with regards to health and safety and safeguarding when present in the primary school, including information regarding the key points of contact should any situation arise.
Another impact upon my observation within a primary school was the facilities available at the time. Due to space restrictions I was placed in to a Year 2 class that had a supply teacher covering – this clearly had an impact upon the flow of the day as the supply teacher was evidently unaware of the usual routine of the class, as well as the extent of their knowledge in certain areas. 
The school at which I observed the class has been open less than 15 years and has nearly 400 pupils aged three to eleven on roll, including almost 60 pupils within the two part-time nursery classes. A higher than average amount of pupils are eligible for free school meals; although this is higher than the national average it is representative of the local area. The school received “good” ratings in their most recent Estyn report for both their current performance as well as their prospects for improvement. 
To prepare for beginning the observation I had recently undertaken wider reading about a variety of pedagogical theories that are popular within a primary setting that I hoped would complement the set reading provided to me during my PGCE course. Theories that I found to be of particular interest to me were the ecological model of development developed by Uri Bronfenbrenner (Bronfenbrenner, 1979) and the theory of cognitive development proposed by Jean Piaget in the 1960s (Piaget, 1962). Part of the appeal of these theories was that, before examining them and similar theories involved in pedagogy, I found them to be the most widespread theories that were clearly visible in practice from my previous experiences within education. Therefore, I set out with a clear aim to determine just how effective they are according to the research. 

In the weeks leading up to the observation session I attended lectures on various areas and principles of pedagogy to ensure that I was able to correctly identify them during the school observation. I soon came to understand that good pedagogy includes an expertise in the subject and methods of teaching, the ability to inspire children to enjoy learning and take increased responsibility for their own education, classroom  These areas included the role that the learning environment has in shaping the experiences of children within the classroom, when use of the different questioning techniques available to educators are most beneficial, empowering children to be responsible for the progression of their own learning, the benefits of introducing outdoor learning and the variety that it bring to the class lessons and, in a similar vein, how to correctly utilise active learning and play within the classroom. In addition to this I looked at more personal aspects of pedagogy such as how to effectively improve the thinking and metacognition skills of the children in the classroom, as well as the vital role that self-esteem and a positive frame of mind can play in developing “healthy, confident individuals ready to live fulfilling lives as valued members of society” (Donaldson, 2015).
Having observation skills that are of a sufficient standard is an extremely important skill for anyone working within education. As a student teacher I feel as though a good grasp of how to correctly observe children will enable me to know the children in my class more deeply and give me a more advanced understanding of the best methods to communicate with them and develop their understanding. Being able to effectively observe children is key for learning at least five attributes: their preferences and interests; how developed they are cognitively and socially; what strategies they utilise to obtain desired effects; their accomplishments and skills, and their temperaments and personalities (Forman & Hall, 2005).
Due to the varied range of topics covered prior to the observation I felt able to begin observing with an open mind and note observations about many different aspects of pedagogy. However, I now feel that, on reflection, given enough time to carry it out effectively it would have been more beneficial to specifically target a few areas and use those to conduct a more detailed observation with a narrower scope. I began by using the narrative method of recording. Initially this took the form of a detailed account of anything of note I saw recorded in a sequential manner, but despite being detailed and useful to examine the context that certain behaviours occurred in, this soon proved too time-consuming to use to observe the entire group. I soon switched to recording my observation using anecdotal records of interesting behaviours as this allowed me to think about the event and not constantly try to note what is happening. This did prove to be a far more efficient manner of noting my observations, although having some evidence of both methods helped to provide the context required when I later began to examine my notes.
During my observation it quickly became apparent that at any one time there are many separate activities that could be observed and analysed within a primary classroom. I then decided that to conduct an observation that was detailed enough I would have to narrow my scope somewhat, so I decided from thereon to focus on the way the children communicated both with their peers and staff members within the classroom setting. The main background research that was at the forefront of my mind during this observation was the materials on the varying types of dialogue found within the classroom and, as an extension of communication, the focus placed on collaborative work as a method to enhance learning opportunities.
The learning event that I observed and, for the purpose of this task, will be using for reflection occurred when the class were beginning a new topic – the human body. The learning objective for this task was presented to the children as “to activate our prior knowledge of the human body and then decide what we want to investigate further”. Children in the class were immediately aware that the topics they decided required further investigation would form the basis of future lessons and activities, this tied in with the whole-school scheme that aimed to develop children in to “COOL learners” with COOL standing for “control our own learning”. In order to complete this task, the class of 32 pupils was split into 8 groups of 4 and provided with one tablet each between the groups.
Immediately it became apparent that certain groups were more adept at using the technology provided. I was informed by the class teacher that the groups were differentiated by subject ability as well as their ability to use the technology independently, because of this support was offered to the less able groups in the form of a teaching assistant and the teacher spending more time aiding them. To remind the pupils of this there was a poster on the wall listing the groups they should sit in when they are working on certain subjects of the curriculum. The children were aware that they were being grouped by ability and, according to the teacher, it had not resulted in any negative feelings amongst the class.
Due to the age of the children in this class I had expected their communication to be fairly well developed and I was correct. After choosing a higher-ability group to observe I quickly noticed that the pupils involved were utilising varying unspoken communication skills to discuss the task at hand, notably vocal tone and inflections, gestures and body language. It was during the early stages of the task that I witnessed an example of Sustained Shared Thinking, defined as “an episode in which two or more individuals work together in an intellectual way to solve a problem, clarify a concept, evaluate activities, extend a narrative etc. Both parties must contribute to the thinking and it must develop and extend” (Siraj-Blatchford et al., REPEY, DfES, 2002). The child that had been designated as the scribe of the group, responsible for writing down their thoughts and comments using the tablet, was unable to correctly open the writing application they required. They then worked together with another group member to decipher the error message and discuss what they thought it might mean, before one of them suggested they look in the technical help guidebooks that the class has as resources. Upon looking through that book they were able to locate the relevant information, discuss if it was what they required, then act upon it by changing certain aspects of what they were trying to accomplish on the tablet. Upon doing so, and correctly solving the problem with the tablet, one of the pupils evaluated the activity by informing the teacher of the issues that they had faced and explaining how they overcame them.
Immediately, upon seeing this, I realised that this was an example of Sustained Shared Thinking (SST) and then began to carefully observe the type of talk being used within the group. After observation it became evident that all three of the different types of talk: Disputational; cumulative; and exploratory, were evident within the group discussion (Mercer, Wegerif, & Dawes, 1999, 95-111). This was an area that I found particularly interesting during my prior research as it was a subject I was unfamiliar with. Despite being unfamiliar I found it helped me make sense of other theories, in particular the ecological model of development. It also introduced the idea of using talk, such as this example between pupils, as a tool to enhance learning whereas I had previously thought of talk as simply a method to introduce learning. Previously I had understood the potential benefits of classroom discussion with regards to the social development of a child but was yet to see a theory that explained the potential of talk to aid education by furthering ideas and concepts between children.
In addition to examining the types of talk used by the children I also focused on the talk used by the staff within the classroom. To categorise the different types talk used by staff I made use of the of the three different types of talk Pollard (2008) described: disciplinary talk; administrative talk; and talk related to learning. After the lesson I was given a chance to report back to the teacher some of my observations and ask any questions I had. The teacher was conscious of the different types of talk but said how difficult it is to ensure most of the classroom talk is related to learning when, as a teacher, the role involves so much administration and disciplinary duties. I was also informed that even though questions relating to discipline and administration are not necessarily related to learning, not asking those questions and letting discipline slip or potentially risking further disruption due to poor administrative management can have a significant impact on the learning of a child.
To understand what caused the learning event I observed it is vital to first realise that there are a wide range of theories and theorists attempting to understand what the most effective way is to teach and learn. As of today, there is not one clear answer, and each theory has strengths and flaws. As a result, the common consensus of good practice is to attempt to incorporate numerous strategies where they are relevant and deemed to be most effective. 
Sustained Shared Thinking has its theoretical roots in the work of eminent educational psychologist Lev Vygotsky and the idea of a child being educated when they are inside their “zone of proximal development” (ZPD) which can be defined as “the distance between the actual developmental level as determined by independent problem solving and the level of potential development as determined through problem-solving under adult guidance, or in collaboration with more capable peers” (Vygotsky, 1978, p.86). It was originally theorised that supporting a student who is within the ZPD for a certain skill or subject would result in progression.
[bookmark: _Hlk527496064]It would be remiss to discuss the ZPD without acknowledging that similar ideas have been discussed by other theorists, such as the “scaffolding theory” (Wood, Bruner & Ross, 1976) and this method has also been termed “guided participation” (Rogoff et al., 1993). Expanding on the ZPD, Vygotsky (1978) was of the belief that educators should always be focused on improving the emerging skills of the child, and that the existing ones will follow along and develop accordingly. 
[bookmark: _Hlk527496790]It has been proposed that one of the key debates in pedagogical debate is whether you believe “learning leads development” or that “development leads learning” (Wood & Attfield, 2005). An earlier theory, that Vygotsky opposed, was that proposed by Jean Piaget (1962) which argued that the educational development of a child is mostly driven by internal factors that improve their cognitive adaptations, thus leading to a better, more advanced, understanding of the world around them. Piaget views children as active learners, who shape their own development and interact with the environment surrounding them as opposed to just responding to their environment. 
[bookmark: _Hlk527499021]No theorist emphasised the impact that an environment can have on children more than Uri Bronfenbrenner in his ecological model (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). His is a theory that places a great emphasis on contextual variation within development but also examines development in the wider context of how a person interacts with both their immediate environment and the larger context. A key strand of this theory is the belief held by Bronfenbrenner that children develop “within a complex system of relationships affected by multiple levels of their environment” (Berk, 2000, p.26). However much focus this theory places on the impact of the wider environment, at the heart of Bronfenbrenner’s model is the child as a unique individual. As contradictory as this seems, it has been noted that it is not possible to examine individual developmental processes in isolation (Bronfenbrenner, 1958). 
[bookmark: _Hlk527500056][bookmark: _Hlk527499464]In the modern Western classroom, it is possible to see the legacy of all these influential theories permeating pedagogy, in fact all contemporary theories broadly agree that the environment, physical aspects and social aspects, play a vital role in nurturing children’s learning (Ford, 2009). The learning event that I witnessed has been produced because of the vast amount of research and work that has gone in to determining what qualifies as good practice today and how that can be implemented in a classroom. SST becoming a prominent feature of classroom dialogue can be seen to mark the departure from teacher-led methods to object-centred, child led learning (Elkonin, 1989). SST is an effective example of child-led collaborative learning, as during the discussion between peers they technically provide each other with the necessary scaffolding to improve beyond their own individual ZPD (Forman & Cazdan, 1998). This results in the teacher being able to maintain their role as a facilitator of learning.
SST is considered to have numerous benefits to the child when it is utilised successfully. After being questioned on the benefits they have reported seeing in children as a result educators within a primary school setting reported SST: “expanded the child’s learning; helps children share and express ideas; and helps to further their development” (Sylva et al, 2004). This only reinforces the research that asserts that children’s cognitive development can be increased significantly when their discussions are aided by adults as opposed to being solely between their peers (Siraj-Blatchford & Sylva, 2004). It has also been proposed the children make greater advances in development when they have meaningful relationships with adults throughout their education (Fumoto & Greenfield, 2012). 
[bookmark: _Hlk527544606][bookmark: _Hlk527548618][bookmark: _Hlk527548611][bookmark: _Hlk527548805][bookmark: _Hlk527548812][bookmark: _Hlk527548793]Regarding the different types of talk used in the classroom research has found clear, tangible benefits to educational development. Exploratory talk has been praised as the embodiment of critical thinking (Barnes and Todd, 1995). Using exploratory talk makes it more probable that interactions between peers become symmetrical (Mercer & Sams, 2006) and they will also be more resilient when it comes to rationalising their viewpoints (Wheeldon, 2006). These are social benefits but there are also numerous psychological benefits associated with exploratory talk: it can aid in bridging the gaps between different cultures (Tin, 2003), improve the child’s belief in their own ability (Webb et al., 2016) and also allow them to develop more ownership over their group, which in turn can improve their sense of belonging (Haglund & Jeppson, 2012).
Various studies have examined the benefits of exploratory talk and findings range from an advancement in reasoning skills (Topping & Trickey, 2014) to an improvement in their ability to use technology for learning (Bowskill, 2010; Nikolaidou, 2012). In addition to this the positive results of using exploratory talk in the classroom has been found to transfer to a varied range of situations that require communication skills in the everyday life of the child (Mannion & Mercer, 2016).
[bookmark: _Hlk527552492][bookmark: _Hlk527552598]Whilst exploratory talk is beneficial there are challenges associated with increasing the use of it in the classroom environment. Pedagogic preferences have a great role to play – it is reasonable to expect more exploratory talk in the classroom of a teacher who favours group work than a teacher who rarely plans lessons involving group tasks. Certain teachers will also be more open to implementing new strategies in to their teaching and constantly looking for innovate techniques, whereas others will be content utilising the same tried and tested methods they were using during their training (Wegerif, 1999). Part of it can be influenced by teacher ability as well, for example, it has been reported that the teacher modelling exploratory talk and facilitating discussion plays a key role in how adept the children are at using it (Rojas-Drummond, 2001). 
[bookmark: _Hlk527552858]Some teachers have reported feeling as though encouraging exploratory talk can detract from their teaching ability as it involves a paradigm shift away from more traditional teacher-led lessons (Chick, 2015). It stands to reason that for a teacher to be comfortable and successful at facilitating exploratory talk in their classroom they should be provided with the requisite opportunities during their initial teacher training (Lofgren, 2013). During the observation sessions since I witnessed this learning event, I have noticed that less-experienced teachers seem to place more of a focus on incorporating exploratory talk within their lessons. As well as issues surrounding the teacher, the success of attempting to introduce exploratory talk into a classroom can be thwarted by external variables such as an unsupportive environment within the school, or an overly demanding workload (Coultas, 2012). 
[bookmark: _Hlk527554906]An issue around exploratory talk that is becoming more widely-discussed is that of gender. In order to successfully implement exploratory talk pupils need to be able to have equal roles so they can all contribute to the discussion. Studies that quantify exploratory talk by examining contributions to the discussion have found that, due to gender norms and societal expectations, girls often take on a minor role in the group, even to the point of acting as a subordinate (Wegerif et al, 2005).
To conclude, I began by examining various pedagogical principles that are widespread in the modern curriculum. After reading about the importance of carrying out an observation ethically I investigated the various methods to use during an observation as well as their strengths and limitations until I decided which methods to use in my observation. During my time spent observing I made notes and then, after witnessing an appropriate learning event, focused on that for the rest of the observation. Subsequently I researched the learning event, why it happened and what the benefits of it are. I also discussed some of the challenges facing educators who attempt to implement SST in to a classroom and ways they can combat these issues. 

















Ideal learning environment poster and commentary.	
[bookmark: _GoBack][bookmark: _Hlk527565062]A learning environment can be defined as the diverse set of physical locations, cultures and contexts in which students learn. Due to the increase in popularity of varied environments for children to learn within, the term learning environments is a more accurate definition as opposed to the more traditional classroom. Whilst it can be used correctly as an alternative to classroom, the term learning environment is a more holistic term that takes in to account the whole school, the ethos that encompasses it as well as the specific ways that teachers have decided to set up their own learning environment. For example, whether the seating is arranged in rows or groups, the walls heavily decorated or sparsely decorated with items to prompt discussion. Illich (1971) proposed that schools assume that there is a secret to everything in life, and that the more secrets you are aware of the more successful your life shall be. One exception to this is the ideal learning environment - the characteristics of which are widely debated, and each teacher should be given the freedom and responsibility to make a conscious decision to design their setting in their own way, within the limitations of the school and according to the pedagogy.
Despite the responsibility that a teacher has for designing and maintaining the learning environment there will always be some issues that, for various reasons, are out of their control. For example, a teacher might prefer a learning environment with large amounts of natural light entering the room through many windows, but if the windows face on to a brick wall of another part of the school there is not much that can be done about it. However, it is vital to remember that each learning environment will be set up to suit the individual teacher, the pupils in the class and the specific learning objectives that they are striving to meet. There is no one perfect learning environment for all situations as there are far too many factors involved.
I firmly believe that an ideal learning environment is one which understands that educational development and learning is a complex, difficult process and provides the pupils with a wide array of varied tools to try and meet their goals. A learning environment is as much a tool for the teacher as it is for the pupils. For teachers to meet their goals and provide interesting lessons for pupils they must be working in an appropriate learning environment with the requisite space and resources.
[bookmark: _Hlk527565616]If there is an ideal learning environment, it is important to recognise that there would be a certain level of cultural variance as to what it is (Kangas, 2010). Many schools, in particular schools in Scandinavia have already implemented what is seen as a more progressive approach to learning environments (Hyvönen, 2008), similar to the forthcoming curriculum in Wales (Donaldson, 2015).
[bookmark: _Hlk527565721]Any learning environment should endeavour to meet the needs of a child, as defined by Maslow (1943; 1962). The initial four levels of the five-stage model proposed by Maslow are termed deficiency needs and include physiological needs (food, water, warmth and rest), safety needs (security and safety), belonginess and love needs (relationships) and esteem needs (feelings of accomplishment).  These are present as a by-product of deprivation and neglect and will people will become motivated when these needs are not met. The level of motivation to meet these needs increases the longer they are left unfulfilled, for example the longer a person goes without water the more motivated they will become to find some water. A person needs to have satisfied these basic needs in order to attempt to fulfil the higher-level needs. Once these needs have been sufficiently satisfied a person can attempt to grow as a person and, in this context, this is when educational development and learning is most likely to occur.
Maslow’s theory has been modified and expanded but the original theory still holds relevance to educators. Recently research that has replicated the study using greater amounts of participants and across different continents was found to support the original findings (Tay & Diener, 2011).
[image: ]
Above is my ideal learning environment: in order to complete this I focused on four main elements, although there is some overlap between them. The elements were: physical well-being and environmental comfort; educational and cultural well-being; socio-emotional well-being and the joy of learning; and fantasy and innovation. These four elements were consistent across the literature in some form or another and are also the key to educational environments in Scandinavia, which more traditional European curriculums are moving towards (Kangas, 2010). 
[bookmark: _Hlk527567536]My main wish in a learning environment would be for space. Within my past experiences in education space is the one resource that causes the greatest issues by its absence. This would include larger classrooms, larger outdoor spaces and larger facilities (toilets, cloakrooms, lunch halls etc.). Requiring more space is an issue which has been noted in educational study for decades by professionals and pupils alike (Dewey, 1957). It would also be extremely beneficial to have the space to adopt new resources as soon as possible as they become available (Säljö, 2004). A large, central space can also be utilised as a communal area for whole-class work and discussions.
[bookmark: _Hlk527567658]In this ideal learning environment tasks will not be confined to traditional teaching methods, instead the resources and space will be suitable to emphasise lessons that involve discovery learning and learning under play-like conditions which have been found to be more effective than traditional rote learning (Cropley, 2004). I also believe that the more lessons veer away from that traditional manner the more effective they will be at meeting the new Welsh curriculum outcomes regarding creativity and children becoming “enterprising creative contributors, ready to play a full part in life and work” (Donaldson, 2015).
The traditional textbook would still have a place, but information would be provided for the pupils through a variety of more modern means. Television, digital games, audio formats, and of course the internet will all be used to facilitate discussion and aid the teacher, not replace them. More atypical resources would also be available for use in lessons such as a globe, musical instruments and technical scientific equipment. 
[bookmark: _Hlk527572090]A key aspect of my ideal learning environment would be that learning will take place in varied settings not just mainly inside the classroom, as it historically has. This intertwines with one of the key strands running through Successful Futures (Donaldson, 2015) that schools must facilitate the development of children not just in the classroom and not just related to their academic attainment. At one English-medium primary school in South Wales I have previously visited the school council representatives for each class were told, during the meetings, to address each other and staff in Welsh where possible. This type of implicit learning can have great benefits and also increases the children’s joy of learning and their understanding of the use of their education in everyday life (Hull and Greeno, 2006). 
An environment that supported the social and emotional development of the pupils would be extremely desirable. In my experience a lot of the behavioural problems and disruption in classrooms is a result of the lack of space, causing children to share a small amount of space with too many of their peers. Strong relationships contribute to a happy environment, but a suitable environment can impact relationships as well. In order for the environment to be one that children enjoy spending time in it has large windows with natural light, suitable heating and cooling, no fixed seating arrangement and children will be allowed to stand, sit or lie down to complete their work when appropriate, and the room will be colourful with materials displayed on the wall sparingly. Everything in the environment will be flexible and able to adapt to the demands of each day allowing form to follow function. Physically it is also of utmost importance that the environment is accessible to everyone.
[bookmark: _Hlk527567367]Despite my learning environment diagram consisting solely of the indoors it is one in which the outdoor environment will play a vital role. Children need lots of physical activity within the school (Waring et al., 2007) and this would be provided with the aid of a swimming pool, football field, gym, tennis court, climbing walls, trampolines and other similar objects. In addition to this the outside space would be littered with more informal opportunities for physical activity such as climbing frames, swings and bouncy castles, all of which provide unique opportunities for play (Caillois, 2001).
[bookmark: _Hlk527566737][bookmark: _Hlk527566746]Although I have decided what my ideal learning environment would look like based on my own personal views and research, there is an increasing school of thought that emphasises the importance of allowing children to have an active role in the process of improving and designing learning environments (Mitra, 2008; Awartani et al., 2008). When I am tasked with designing my own learning environment this is something that I would be very mindful of and, if it is realistic, seek to implement. 
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