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Introduction
Within the realm of education, theories surrounding learning constitute a large array of academic research. Through this preoccupation with pedagogy, theorists such as Ivan Pavlov and Lev Vygotsky have emerged and founded leading schools of thought with different ideas about how individuals learn. Whilst many of these propositions conflict and contrast one another, common areas of research gravitate around the impact of behaviour management in schools (Rogers, 2012), the influence of questioning (Walsh and Sattes, 2010) and discussion methods (Gall and Gillett, 1980), amongst others. This is essential to note as Wales moves towards implementing a brand new curriculum utilising the four purposes suggested by Donaldson (2015) in the Successful Futures Report (Figure 1). In this way, it is clear that practitioners must develop a sound comprehension of how students learn and an appreciation of how this knowledge can be utilised in classroom settings in order to enact the impending curriculum in a meaningful way. 

Taking this into account, throughout this essay, I will be describing a critical learning event I witnessed, how it links to contemporary research and the subsequent influence it will provide for my own practice. Contextually, the incident I have chosen was observed at a primary school situated in a populated Welsh town, with 481 pupils currently enrolled. The site is currently a pioneer school in partnership with the Welsh Government and also has a Flying Start facility. Estyn (2018) reports that roughly 21% of children attending the school are eligible for free school meals whilst the 34% of pupils are noted as having additional learning needs (reference unavailable on grounds of anonymity). This is significant as Braun et al (2011) notes that professional, material, situational and external contexts can affect management of learning and enactment of policy in institutions. Nevertheless, Estyn rated the school as ‘good’ in their inspection this year, despite their apparent barriers to learning. 

In terms of ethical considerations, I gained informed consent from the school to carry out my observations and enlightened myself on the school’s safeguarding policies before attending the site. Moreover, I have worked to ensure anonymity of the school, staff and students throughout this work by using pseudonyms and securing all typed notes on an encrypted network (BERA, 2018). This level of confidentiality was not only crucial for ensuring participants were not put at risk, but also enabled me to build a rapport with the group being observed as a trusted outsider (Lofland and Lofland, 1995). 
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Figure 1: The four purposes of the new curriculum. Available from: Donaldson (2015). 

Observation
The critical learning event I will be recalling was observed in a year two class during an outdoor learning session on the school grounds. The activity involved the students looking for ‘mini beasts’ such as worms, ladybirds, snails and other insects with magnifying glasses and checking them against an identification sheet. Prior to this lesson, the children had been learning about invertebrates for a number of weeks and the importance of the habitat that they live in. After observing the insects first hand, the teacher split the students into pairs and instructed them to discuss how they would describe the creatures they just saw, where they found them and why they thought they were important to the environment. Following that discussion in pairs, the class was then split into larger groups of four and asked to think about looking after the environment and why it is important to protect natural habitats for animals, such as insects.  After a debrief from the teacher, it was clear that the objective of the task was to introduce children to working scientifically. This meant using equipment, classifying creatures and recognising that animals live in habitats that are suited to their needs, which in turn benefits the food chain for other creatures. Figure 2 details a transcript of a discussion I noted from one particular group.
	
Pupil 1:
	
Me and Pupil 3 found loads of worms. They were under the rocks over there. Miss told me that they don’t like the sun because it makes their skin dry. That is why they stay in the dark.

	
Pupil 2:
	
I found one too! It was so wriggly. I wanted to catch it but couldn’t get it.

	
Teacher:
	
Why do you think earthworms are important to the environment Pupil 2? Can anyone think of a reason why we should protect their habitat and not try to catch them?

	
Pupil 1:
	
I know! They help the soil. I don’t know how they help it but I know they do. That’s why they try to stay in it.

	
Pupil 3:
	
I think they are good food for bigger animals… like birds. Birds eat worms. I saw it in the food chain we did. If there weren’t any worms left in the world then animals like birds would be hungry. 

	
Teacher:
	
That is right, Pupil 3. The birds need worms to survive. Like we saw on the food chain the other day, even if one little animal is missing at the bottom of the chain it affects all the other animals towards the top of the food chain. Doesn’t it?

	
Pupil 3:
	
Yeah. That is why I never move the rocks and leaves and stuff miss. You said before that we shouldn’t do that because that is where they live. I always leave them alone.

	
Pupil 2:
	
Birds always come to my garden. When I’m in the garden I’ll tell my dad that is where the worms live. He will help me build an area for them so that the birds can eat them. 


Figure 2: Transcript of a group discussion about worms and food chains.

So that I was able to produce this transcript, I decided to record my observations through writing. Initially, I had considered using a voice recorder so that I would have a more accurate account of the conversation at hand (Bryman, 2012), however, I was unable to gain permission for this. Therefore, due to the safeguarding restrictions in place and my desire for the learning event to be as ecologically valid as possible, I thought writing was the next best alternative available as there is minimal disruption involved (Schmukler, 2009). This is key as O’Reilly and Dogra (2016) argue that voice and video recorders can work to hinder an observation with children if not executed carefully. In fact, they claim that unless a class is acclimatised to such equipment being used in lessons then the natural behaviour of learners will be disrupted and become more manoeuvred (O’Reilly and Dogra, 2016). Through this, it seems clear that a written account of the event could be more desirable than an audio or video account transcribed. Nevertheless, researchers such as Cook and King (1968) claim that the ‘Hawthorne Effect,’ where individuals perform better or to the expectation they think an observer desires, is always at play in any observations for educational research. 

Moving Forward, I chose this particular learning event as I think it is a good exemplar of exploratory talk. Exploratory talk can be defined as interaction in which individuals engage with one another’s ideas and offer their perspective with justification (Mercer et al, 1999). In this way, knowledge is catapulted into the public arena and is up for debate and discussion among peers. This works against the notion that the teacher must always direct the lesson for it to be beneficial and gives learners more independence to give their input and direct one another (Boblett, 2018).  As Patterson (2018) found in her study of early years exploratory talk, the collaborative nature of this type of learning is cognitively challenging and works to scaffold children’s understanding in a deep and purposeful way. Therefore, this type of learning is something I feel would be beneficial to expand upon.

By looking at figure 2, it is clear that pupil 1 and pupil 3 assisted the other pupil with understanding ‘mini beasts’ habitats and how important they are in the food chain. This is exemplified when pupil 2 claimed that they tried to ‘catch’ the worm during the activity, to which the other students provided critical reasons as to why pupil 2 shouldn’t do this, linking to the environment and food chains. In fact, pupil 1 added that worms ‘help the soil,’ whilst pupil 3 commented on how worms are ‘good food for animals…like birds’ in a constructive manner. These comments illustrate that both pupils had related back to the aim of the session, whilst pupil 2 had not yet understood the link between the importance of the environment and food chains to their own behaviour when observing habitats. However, in the final part of the discussion, it seems the comments from the other pupils changed pupil 2’s view as the student claimed that they would ‘tell dad where the worms live’ and ‘build an area for them so that the birds can eat them.’ This is significant, as I personally feel that pupil 2 didn’t fully engage with the learning outcomes for session until after the exploratory talk with peers. This insinuates that the ‘mini beast’ hunt alone was not as effective as the group discussion paired with it afterwards. This supports Vygotsky’s (1978) notion that cognitive enhancement is excelled through social interaction and links to the basis of some of the leading theories of learning. 

Despite this, it is important to recognise that exploratory talk as a method of learning has a number of perceived weaknesses too. Firstly, there is any argument that this type of interaction only uses less demanding questions that do not engage young people’s higher order thinking skills (Coultas, 2016). Moreover, one could argue that children merely work in a group, not as a group, to expand their knowledge through the articulation of their pre-existing opinions and knowledge. Finally, the work of Bernstein (1961, cited in Bernstein, 2003) around verbal competence adds another problematic dimension as it seems the ‘restrictive code’ and ‘elaborate code’ are at play. The ‘restrictive code’ refers to the less analytic and more descriptive speech codes that students from working class backgrounds are often confined to, in contrast with their middle class peers, which can switch to a ‘elaborate code’ that is more analytic and eloquent (Bernstein, 1961 cited in Bernstein, 2003). Clearly, if a learning activity is communication based, like exploratory talk, an invisible barrier could immediately be created for working class groups if other students use the ‘elaborate code’ that some working class children cannot comprehend. This is something that is necessary to take into account when planning to use talk-based learning practices in the classroom. 

Learning Theories
Theories of learning, developed by individuals such as Ivan Pavolv, Lev Vygotsky and others, offer contrasting accounts of how people learn. Whilst the differences between certain theories may seem plentiful and somewhat extreme, what unifies these ideas is their focus to equip educational practitioners with ways to enhance learning in the classroom (Sotto, 2007).  

Behaviourism, for instance, focuses purely on the observable behaviour of participants and the visible changes that emerge from each learning process (Woollard, 2010). This concentration on overt behaviour is something that Behaviourists would argue makes their theories more scientifically credible, as observations can be objectively measured and scrutinised (Prichard, 2017). Fundamentally, Behaviourist theory perpetuates the notion that a desired response can be taught or manipulated through either classical conditioning or operant conditioning. Classical conditioning can be described as a reflex that happens in response to a stimulus (Prichard, 2017). This form of conditioning is apparent in a renowned study by Pavlov (1927) in which a bell was sounded before food was served to dogs. Eventually, Pavlov (1927) recognised that the dogs had associated the ringing of the bell with the assumption that their meal was coming and would begin to salivate. Through this, he argued that links could be made between stimuli utilising classical conditioning as a form of ‘associative learning’ (Tully, 2003).


Conversely, operant conditioning works on the principle that you reinforce particular behaviours through rewards, whilst preventing less desirable behaviour through punishment (Prichard, 2017). This notion is based around the fact that rewards are gratifying, therefore encouraging repetition of behaviour; while punishments are unpleasant so do not encourage such replication (Elliot, 2007). A key example of punishment through operant conditioning is apparent in the ‘Little Albert’ experiment (Watson and Rayner, 1920). In this research, a young baby called ‘Albert’ was free to play with a number of different animals and did not fear any single one of them initially. Despite this, when Watson and Rayner (1920) began to sound a scary noise when Albert touched the animals, as a form of punishment, he began to express fear towards them. Therefore, the researchers argued that learning is a conditioned response. On the other hand, Skinner’s (1958) research on rats and pigeons is a clear example of rewarding through operant conditioning. In this research, animals were subjected to a box with a lever that rewarded them with food if they chose to press it. As the rats and pigeons were continually rewarded, Skinner (1958) argued that they had associated that they would be fed if they pressed the lever. This study, therefore, seemingly deduces that operant conditioning can sculpt behaviour for ‘positive outcomes’ too. 

Overall, the advantages of the Behaviourist theory include the fact that research suggests rewarding aids plummet misbehaviour and are hugely effective for students that struggle with heightened anxiety, low drive or have a history of educational failure (Prichard, 2017). Moreover, it seems clear that the approach is not expensive to enforce, which makes it more easily applicable to everyday classroom settings. However, Prichard (2017) also argues that operant conditioning neglects learning for its own sake and the concept of intrinsic satisfaction. It also overlooks cognitive processes, resultantly being unable to explain learning that develops without reinforcement (Elliot, 2007). Finally, much of the research surrounding Behaviourism is animal-based, rather than human, which in turn makes findings more simplistic and less generalisable to the complex nature of human learning (Graham- Matheson, 2015). 

Due to these weaknesses, many individuals choose to take a Constructivist approach or adopt a Social Constructivist understanding of learning. Social Constructivism is a sub-branch of Constructivism that follows from Piaget’s (1972) suggestion that people learn new information through cognitive ‘assimilation’ and ‘accommodation.’ To be clear, ‘assimilating’ refers to adopting new information into existing schemas, where as ‘accommodating’ would be adjusting an existing thought to match a newer, more relevant experience (Simwata, 2010). Piaget (1972) infamously referred to children as ‘lone scientists’ that work in solitary to learn such new information and make sense of the world. In this way, Piaget (1972) endorsed independence in learning so that children could methodically create their own understandings. He also implied that children’s ability to learn was linked to their age and stage of development.

In contrast, Social Constructivism as a school of thought disagreed with this principle of Constructivism and emphasised that social interaction at any stage of development is crucial to learning and knowledge acquisition (Prichard, 2017). In fact, Social Constructivism advocates for more student-centred activities and experimental learning through language mechanisms and ownership of tasks. In essence, this means that students themselves would be responsible for developing their ‘higher ordering thinking skills’ through utilising dialogue and the ‘scaffolding’ developed by the teacher. To ensure total clarity, ‘scaffolding’ is a term used to describe the cognitive assistance provided at appropriate levels of learning that match an individual’s needs (Bruner, 1978). This helpful structuring can be provided through activities, feedback, learning materials or general guided talk to boost learning (Prichard, 2017). 

This goes hand in hand with Vygotsky’s (1978) work on the ‘Zone of Proximal Development’, which maps out how social learning spaces and ‘scaffolding’ produce cognitive advancement in minors. The Zone of Proximal Development is described as “the distance between the actual developmental level as determined through problem solving under adult guidance or in collaboration with more capable peers” (Vygotsky, 1978: 86). Essentially, this means the variation between actual development and potential development is represented in the zone. Vygotsky (1978) adds than children’s learning can be evolve in three different ways: where the learner does not require assistance, where some assistance is essential and where learning cannot develop with any level of assistance (Siyepu, 2013). Once again, this highlights the importance placed upon interaction and guided learning in Social Constructivism.

Nevertheless, Social Constructivism also presents its own strengths and weaknesses. Firstly, the theory is useful as it works on the principle that learners have a love for learning, rather than being conditioned to respond to activity, like in Behaviourism. Moreover, social constructivism could be praised for championing autonomous student-led learning rather than purely teacher-led activity (Prichard, 2017). Also, research by Kidd and Czerniawski (2010) has indicated that social constructivist learning environments are particularly valuable for children with speech difficulties or those that have English as an additional language as their language skills are strengthened. However, there are a number of criticisms of the theory too. Primarily, it is argued that the theory relies too heavily on effective ‘scaffolding’ from educational professionals to ensure learning is successful (Moon and Mayes, 1994). This alludes to the fact the theory may not be as autonomous and student initiated as often described and only works in partnership with good practice from teachers. Moreover, it seems to be a more expensive alternative to Behaviourist techniques and could be harder to mould to terms times and age groups in mainstream primary school settings.

Upon reflection, it seems that the social constructivist approach fits neatly into the critical learning incident that I recorded in the year two lesson (figure 2). This is as the theory works hand in hand with the exploratory talk approach, encouraging the use of social interaction to develop cognition and learning. Parallels emerge through the fact that the group had to work together, utilising their similar ability levels, to explain their ideas to one another and develop their higher order thinking skills (Mercer, 1995). It is also clear that the teacher executed ‘scaffolding’ by asking for a response from pupil 2 to the questions ‘Why do you think earthworms are important to the environment Pupil 2? Can anyone think of a reason why we should protect their habitat and not try to catch them?’ This was then further ‘scaffolded’ by pupil 1 and 3 who offered their opinions to the group on why invertebrates, such as worms, are crucial and subsequently redirected pupil 2’s direction of thought towards the lesson aims. This concept ties in with research produced by Fernandez et al (2015) that studied how exploratory talk impacts individual’s zone of proximal development (ZPD) and the use of scaffolding. The researchers found that whilst disputational talk limited ZPD, exploratory talk heightened the whole groups ZPD as they collectively solved issues. ‘Scaffolding’ played a huge part in their observations and the study stated that it was invaluable for academic progression. But, Fernandez et al (2015) also concluded that when faced with a particularly challenging assignment, exploratory talk was not effective to learning. 

Taking into consideration the theory and research backing my chosen learning event, I will aim to apply the knowledge and understanding I have gained to my own pedagogic practice. This means that all of my dialogic teaching will incorporate opportunities for engagement with others and chances to ask questions and provide critical feedback to peers on their responses (Prichard, 2017).  Moreover, I will try to embody essential and appropriate ‘scaffolding’ into lessons, based on my students’ previous knowledge and expertise, steering all social interaction towards higher order thinking (Bruner, 1978). For this to work in practice, I will need to mould a learning environment that celebrates group dialogue and reasoning and limits the prevalence of disputational or cumulative discussion (Fernandez et al, 2015). Overall, this will make learning in my classroom language based and my practice will need to facilitate social interaction in creative ways. 

My Ideal Learning Environment 
In this section of the essay, I will justify certain areas of my ideal learning environment and why I believe they make a rich learning space. This is important to do as areas of learning should encourage a sense of intrinsic motivation in students, whilst simultaneously aiming to foster positive interaction (Wellhousen and Crowther, 2004). 

As can be seen on my poster, outdoor learning features heavily in my ideal learning environment. This is exemplified through sections such as the ‘forest area,’ ‘fruit and vegetable patch,’ ‘farm’ and ‘pond’ on the right hand side. I chose to exploit these features as individuals such as Louv (2005) claim that children are growing up with ‘Nature Deficit Disorder’ due to outdoor education being regarded as mindless play or somewhat dangerous and unhygienic. In turn, Louv (2005: 34) insists that youth no longer connect to the natural world and resultantly have “diminished use of senses, attention difficulties and higher rates of physical and emotional illnesses.” While this may offer an overly romanticised account of natural landscapes (Kehily, 2010), Eaton’s (2000) research provides consensus and concludes that outdoor experiences were more effective than classroom lessons, particularly with regard to cognition. This may explain why programmes such as the ‘Forest Schools’ initiative have become so popular in recent years, advertising ‘risky’ activities, such as lighting a fire or tree climbing, as valuable learning experiences for children (Connolly and Haughton, 2015). This makes such learning more autonomous and child initiated, which links back to the social constructivist approach of developing knowledge through interaction in the physical and social world (Kahn, 1999 cited in O’Brien, 2008). 

Moreover, many case studies have supported the practice of outdoor learning. In a Welsh context, Estyn (2015) noted that Llandugo Nursery, based in Monmouthshire, had used forest schooling to advance learning in a remarkable way. This was something that Estyn (2015) praised the school for as it supposedly rounded students’ holistic development and improved their wellbeing. This was also echoed at a nursery in Bleaenau Gwent, which used outdoor provision to develop social and emotional skills, through activities such as growing and picking vegetables and selling their produce in the nursery shop (Estyn, 2016). Estyn (2016) claimed that these experiences made students more confident learners, which benefitted from higher self-esteem and independence. This seemingly reflects the Forest Schools Association’s (2018: 1) mission statement to “offer all learners regular opportunities to achieve and develop confidence through hands on learning experiences in a woodland environment.” 

Moving forward, my ideal learning environment would promote the ‘growth mindset’ coined by prominent psychologist Dr Carol Dweck (figure 3). This way of thinking differentiates between those that believe understanding and ability can be improved (individuals with the growth mindset), in contrast to people that believe individual’s abilities are fixed (those with a fixed mindset) (Brock and Hundley, 2017). As Moden and Dweck (2006) state, when faced with a challenging circumstance, known as a ‘mastery response,’ individuals that embody the growth mindset persist to complete the task, use critique given constructively and are motivated my the success of others. Conversely, a person with a fixed identity would typically avoid the challenge, reject criticism, give up easily and feel threatened by more knowledge others (Moden and Dweck, 2006).  In turn, pupils with a fixed identity are less successful in education, regardless of their intellectual ability (Brock and Hundley, 2017). 

Therefore, my students would be briefed on the beneficial nature of the ‘growth mindset’ and posters displaying the concept would be littered around the learning space. This is something that I feel is crucial, particularly in light of new evidence that suggests that this mindset can counter the effects of poverty on achievement. Claro et al (2016) found that pupils from the lowest tenth percentile of family income in Chilean schools, whom also utilised the growth mindset, performed as well as fixed mindset students from the highest 80th income percentile. This suggests that this positive approach to learning can derail the negative consequences of economic hardship on academic performance on a systematic level.
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Figure 3: Poster outlining the differences between the growth and fixed mindset. Image taken from Pinterest. Available at: https://www.pinterest.co.uk/pin/375909900132404263/ [Accessed: 9/10/18].

In my ideal classroom environment, I have also illustrated a desire for an assistance dog area. This was something I felt would be beneficial to learning after looking at research by Kotrschal and Ortbauer (2003). In their study, the pair found that the attendance of a dog in the classroom completely changed the ambiance by decreasing hyper-activity, dwindling aggression in those with behavioural issues and helping include those that were ordinarily removed from group activity (Kotrschal and Orthbauer, 2003). The research further indicated that even though the presence of the dog was notable through high levels of interaction from the children, the level of engagement with the teacher rose to higher than previously recorded without the assistance dog.  This was further reflected in a study by Tissen et al (2015), which also evaluated the effectiveness of dogs within school settings. Tissen et al (2015) found that children’s empathy and social behaviour improved significantly whilst with the animal and they also noted that relational aggression was minimised too. 

Additionally, dogs in the learning environment have been argued to improve literacy (Figure 4). This is due to the fact that there is an observable, beneficial effect on behaviour leading to better reading performances (Hall et al, 2016). This evidence has translated into a trend with schemes in Wales, such as ‘Burns by Your Side,’ attending a number of schools to help pupils enhance their communication skills (UWTSD, 2017). Therefore, I feel the use of an assistance dog could help the wellbeing, behaviour and literacy of students in a unique way.
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Figure 4: A member of staff from ‘Burns by Your Side’ reading with a pupil. Image taken from the UWTSD website. Available at: https://www.uwtsd.ac.uk/news/press-releases/press-2017/animal-magic-pupils-benefit-from-reading-with-dogs-.html [Accessed: 9/10/18]. 

I further chose to include a ‘role play stage’ in my ideal learning setting. Role play is a useful technique used to delve into realistic situations through interaction and offers students the experience to understand a differing opinion or worldview (Sherrin, 2015). In this way, this area of the classroom supports my preference for social constructivist learning and exploratory talk methods in a creative way. Many researchers have argued that role play can enhance learning. This is evident in a study by Duveen and Solomon (1994), which found that when used in the context of history, students were able to develop greater historical empathy and understanding about the events that they were researching. On a similar note, Chesler and Fox (1966) claimed that role play could be used in problem solving activities. In fact, the duo insist that the practical illustrations used in the performance help students recognise the problem at hand more quickly and gives children more contextual tools to remedy the situation (Chesler and Fox, 1966). Due to this, I felt a role-play area was a critical feature needed to enrich my learning environment. 

Lastly, I opted to have an assessment for learning (AFL) board in my ideal learning space. This is as I wish to promote the advantages of assessment and feedback to learners, whilst squashing the nerves and anxiety associated with it. The prime reason I chose to use this method is due research stating that using AFL can upskill an entire class. In fact, studies have concluded that AFL results in an a comparable eight extra teaching months per academic year, which is more impactful than reducing the average class size by 30% (William, 2009). This form of constructive feedback and assessment also helps expand metacognition as students begin to understand the aims of learning events (Prichard, 2015). Therefore, I aspire to use techniques such as ‘exit cards’ and ‘peer assessment’ to progressively acclimatise my learners to testing and its potential benefits.

Conclusion
In conclusion, the critical learning incident I observed exemplified how exploratory talk can improve children’s understanding of any given topic. This interactive method enabled students to communicate with their peers and used social skills to critically challenge or add to the group’s existing understanding. Moreover, the learning event linked with Social Constructivism and Vygotsky’s (1978) belief that language propels learning and develops higher order thinking skills. Through witnessing and analysing the ‘mini beast’ learning incident, I was able to gain insight into a number of theories and methods that I could use in my own practice. In fact, I aim to improve my own practice through incorporating more ‘exploratory talk’ in every lesson.

Subsequently, I illustrated my ideal learning environment in the form of a digital poster and provided reasons as to why certain features were incorporated. Aspects of the plan included outdoor learning, the growth mindset, assistance dogs, a role play stage and assessment for learning. Overall, through creating my own learning environment, I am now more aware of useful tools and methods that I can use to facilitate excellent learning. This is something I will be able to take with me on my professional teaching experience to improve my method of educating children. 
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