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“The classic concept of learning is that it occurs when the teachers ask the questions and the students can answer them.” (Morgan & Saxton, 1991). In this essay I will be exploring the use of questioning during a circle time activity carried out by a practitioner within a Foundation Phase reception classroom. I will be reflecting upon what I observed and connecting this to theories of learning and teaching. I will also be looking deeper into questioning and the theories that surround it. This essay will also be looking at the elements that make up an effective learning environment, and how theory and observation, shaped my ideal learning environment. 
The school in which I observed an activity that used effective questioning, is situated in the east of the city of Swansea. The school is situated in a fairly deprived area, with around 23% of children receiving free school meals; with around 18% of children with English as an additional language. In this essay I have chosen to take ethical consideration in accordance with BERA conventions. When discussing the school in which my observations took place “School A” will be used.  The classroom in which I made my observations of effective questioning, had 29 pupils, 3 learning support staff and one class teacher. Two of the children within the classroom had additional learning needs. For my observations during my time within the class, I used a written record to note what was happening. This is the most common type of observation (Hobbart & Frankel, 2004). One of the advantages of using this type of observation is that it can be carried out with little preparation, resources and formal planning (Hobbart & Frankel, 2004). I chose to use this method of observation as I had no access to other resources, I could carry out a written observation at any time during the day and I could use the written record anywhere within the classroom. If I had the chance to carry out my observations again I would also use video or audio equipment to go alongside the written record. This would ensure that all dialogue was correct. Using video and or audio equipment would also allow me to revisit the observation, without having to rely on written notes that may be missing some aspects of the observation. If I were to use video or audio equipment I would gain the appropriate consent from the school, teacher and parents. 

During the afternoon on my day at the school I observed the practitioner leading a circle time activity, which she described as ‘beth sydd yn y box?’ (what is in the box?). The activity included a box in which the teacher had placed several items in; the children were unaware of what was inside the box. The children were sat around the carpet area in a circle, with the practitioner positioned so that they could see each child. The practitioner started by getting the children excited about the box. The fact that the children were unaware what was in the box, immediately grabbed their attention. The children had taken part in similar activities in their previous class, so knew how the session was going to play out. When the children were engaged and enthusiastic about finding out what they would find in the box, the practitioner asked the first question. “Have a think, what sort of thing might we pull out of the box?” The practitioner then paused in order for the children to process the question and think about their answer. Clarke (2001) states that teachers should give children time to respond to the question that is being asked; this time should be around five seconds. The practitioner allowed the children time to respond to this open question. The practitioner then chose a child (on the basis of who was “sitting smartly”) to come to the box, place their hand in without looking and take out an object. When the child took out the object the practitioner held it in the air to show all of the other children. “What has Child A pulled out of the box?” This question was asked with the intention of gaining a quick, whole class response. The practitioner used the closed question in this instance to gain a single correct answer from the children (Hayes, 2008). The practitioner knew that the children would know what the object was, so an open question was not required at this point in the activity. The object was placed in the centre of the circle and the next child was chosen to pick an object from the box. Once again, the practitioner showed the object to the class and asked, “What has Child B pulled out of our box?”. Before asking a third child, the practitioner asked “What else might be in the box? We’ve pulled out an aeroplane and a fire engine. What might be next?” The practitioner asked this question in order for the children to begin to think about connections that could be made between the objects. A child gave an answer to the question and the practitioner asked for an explanation to their answer. Morgan and Saxton (1991) state that effective questions challenge children’s existing thinking and also encourage them to reflect. Asking the child why they gave an answer made the child reflect on what they had said and give a reason for their choice. This allowed the practitioner to gage if a connection between the objects had been made by the child and to check understanding. The practitioner used this type of questioning with several children, when they answered the question that had been posed. The practitioner chose two more children to pick objects from the box. When the four objects were placed within the circle the practitioner asked, “What’s the same about the things we’ve taken out of the box?”.  This question was again used to encourage the children to make connections between the objects. Smart and Marshall (2013) state that effective questioning allows children to frequently verbalise their ideas; this allows learning to occur. The question used at this point within the activity did just that. It allowed children to share their ideas. It also allowed the practitioner to encourage further thought. Several other children were chosen to pull objects out of the box. Each time the practitioner would ask what it was. Once all of the items had been taken from the box the practitioner started to use more questions to develop the children’s learning and thinking. This interaction between the teacher and class can be seen in Figure 1. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Figure 1
Practitioner – “Why do we have all of these?”
Child – “We picked them, the aeroplane, that’s what we picked”
Practitioner – “That’s right, we wanted to learn all about cars and aeroplanes”
Practitioner “Have a look now at what we have, are any of them the same?”
Child - “Yes.”
Practitioner - “Which ones?”
Child - “The cars”
Practitioner – “Good, where do the cars go?”
Child – “On the road”
Practitioner – “Do any of the others go on the road?”
Children – “Yes”
Child – “The bus”
Child – “The lorry”
Practitioner – “Where does the aeroplane go?”
Children – “In the sky”
Child – “The helicopter flies in the sky”
Practitioner – “Excellent! So these go on the road, and the aeroplane and helicopter go in the sky. Where does the boat go?”
Children – “Water, in the sea”
Practitioner – “Fantastic! So we know where all of things go, so I think we can put them on my special mat in their places.” 


During this interaction with the class shown in Figure 1, the practitioner posed many questions. This was to get the children thinking about the objects they were looking at. The questions that were used enabled the children to make connections between the objects and I observed most of the children during this interaction make the connection. Through answering the questions, the children fed off the information given by others and the practitioner, in order to discover that they were all types of transport, and that they were linked with the topic they had previously chosen and discussed. 
When choosing the children to answer the questions, the practitioner did not ask for hands up. Lemlech (1988) states that hand raising will inhibit natural discussion because it makes the discussion process dependent on the teacher’s calling on each child. As the children were of a younger age, it is possible that the practitioner chose not to ask for ‘hands up’ in response to questions, in order to get answers from children who may not always raise their hands to give a response. Knowing the children allowed the practitioner to tailor the questioning techniques to the class. Hayes (2003) states that some children stick their hand in the air to answer a question at any opportunity they get, while others get nervous about answering questions in front of their peers. By removing this aspect of questioning, the practitioner was able to remove some element of fear, and could chose children to answer the questions, whom she thought were confident to answer. It could also be argued that the practitioner did not use a ‘hands up’ approach to gain answers from children who are normally reluctant to answer, and to gage knowledge from those children. As the practitioner gets to know the children in the class, she is able to gage who regularly answers her questions, and who sits back and lets others answer. The practitioner could also have used this technique in order to further develop understanding of the children, who she felt need more developing. The practitioner’s knowledge of the children within her class was crucial to the questioning and answering process. The practitioner was able to tailor her questions depending on who she was asking. 
To conclude the session the practitioner linked the objects and game to the children’s previous learning. Questioning should be used to discover whether pupils possess specified forms of knowledge (Hayes, 2006). The practitioner used the plenary of the session to ask questions to check that the children had learnt what was required during the session. This kind of technique allowed the practitioner to gage the children’s understanding from the session. Throughout the task I observed the practitioner using a range of questioning techniques, in order to develop the learning of the children within the class. The practitioner used a mixture of open and closed questions during the activity. The combination of both types of questions allowed the practitioner to gage children’s understanding and also extend their thinking and learning. 

Teachers ask their students hundreds of questions each day during their teaching (Hayes, 2008), with Grigg (2010) stating that teachers pose anything up to 120 questions each hour. With this amount of questions being asked just within one day, it could be argued that the level of this questioning should be high in order to ensure that these questions are purposeful and effective. Hayes (2008) states that there are two main types of questioning; open and closed. Closed questions are those that have a single correct answer, while open questions require children to speculate and evaluate alternative answers (Hayes, 2008). This is supported by Blosser (1991) who states that closed questions are usually asked when children have previous been exposed to the information that is required in order to give an answer. However, open questions draw on children’s past experiences and require them to justify their opinions (Blosser, 1991). Arguments could be made for use of both types of questions. Featherstone (2013) suggests that closed questions are effective to obtain what children have understood and to encourage children who are less confident to give shorter answers. However, closed questions do not usually allow children to think deeper. Open questions stimulate interest and discussion from the children, they also extend their thinking and consider alternative possibilities (Hayes, 2008). Both types of questioning were observed within School A and were used for due to their benefits. 

What makes a good and effective question? This is something that has been discussed widely within literature. A good question can be seen as part of an ongoing dialogue between teachers and students (Morgan & Saxton, 1991). Myhill, Jones and Hopper (2006) state that the most effective questions facilitate learning and thinking. If practitioners are unable to effectively use questioning, it could be argued that they will be unable to create a successful dialogue between themselves and their students. It could also be suggested that good learning and thinking will be lacking in a classroom where effective questioning techniques are not used. Hayes (2006) states that the best types of questions should involve pupils within a lesson, encourage children to think deeply and to inspire creativity and imagination. This is supported by Lemlech (1988) who states that questions should be used to motivate interest and to encourage children to think more deeply. It could also be argued that effective questioning allows children to develop their thinking and imagination skills. Effective use of questioning was observed in School A. The practitioner used questioning in order to allow the children to develop their learning through the questions that were asked and the answers that were given. 

The use of effective questioning and its links with classroom climate have also been discussed. Hayes (2008) suggests that a learning environment in which teachers encourage children to respond to open questions, and that teachers are genuinely interested in their answers is essential. This is supported by Smart and Marshall (2013) who suggest that teachers effective use of questioning can facilitate a classroom climate in which children frequently discuss their ideas, and this provides opportunities for learning. Class participation and effective thinking can be affected by the types of questions that practitioners pose to their students (Lemlech, 1988). A supportive teaching style motivates children to answer questions without a fear attached to being wrong or an incorrect answer being given (Hayes, 2008). It has been suggested that children typically leave the answering of questions to those children who appear to be confident in making mistakes in front of their peers (Clarke, 2001). It could be argued that if a practitioner creates a classroom culture in which answers that are good, even though wrong are praised, and children who ‘have a go’ are encouraged, that children would be more likely to answer questions that are asked in front of a larger group. Lemlech (1988) suggests that a shy child may need more encouragement to participate and that effective questioning should encourage participation. It could be suggested that effective questioning and encouragement of participation may leave children feeling positive about themselves and empower them to want to learn more. These techniques were observed in School A. The practitioner praised children for given responses even when they may have not been correct. This encouraged more children to respond to the questions that were asked. 

“Questioning skills are central to the repertoire of effective teaching.” (Kyruacou, 2007. P.38.). It has been suggested that practitioners require high levels of questioning in order to be effective within their classroom. The benefits of using high levels of questioning have been well documented. Morgan and Saxton (1991) state that using effective questioning generates a kind of communication and talk from students that can lead to learning. They go on to state that a good question can be used to maintain student engagement and stimulate thought (Morgan & Saxton, 1991). It could be argued that practitioners use effective questioning strategies in order to maintain engagement from the students within their classroom. Questions can allow practitioners to keep students engaged with what they are discussing in that lesson. There are many that hold the view that the place of the teacher is central as a guide to children’s learning. Vygotsky and Bruner suggested that teachers should open doors, to let students know that doors exist and are meant to be opened; this opening of doors can be achieved through effective questioning from the practitioner (Morgan & Saxton, 1991). Hayes (2006) supports this as he states that if teachers are unable to use effective questions and answer when they are teaching children, they are unlikely to succeed in developing the learning of the children in their class. It could be argued that teachers who do not have effective questioning skills, will struggle to get the best out of their students. Grigg (2010) suggests that the best teaching practice involves using a full range of questions. These questions must match the needs of the children within the class and that teachers should also mentally note responses from children in order to assess if follow up questions are required. Good questions are the tools of the trade for effective practitioners (Myhill, Jones & Hopper, 2006). Waterhouse (1990) suggests that in order to get the best responses from children, patience and skill on the part of the practitioner is required. It could be suggested that practitioners who do not have patience and the necessary skills to ask effective questions, they will have difficulty in getting significant and extended answers from their students. 
The elements of what makes an effective question have been widely discussed. Clarke (2001) states that practitioners should go beyond recall in order to challenge or broaden the range of experience of students. This is supported by Waterhouse (1990) who states that effective questioning should build up to higher levels of thinking on the part of the children. It could be argued that teachers should not just ask questions that have no outcome; they need to be purposeful (Lemlech, 1988). Morgan and Saxton (1991) suggest that effective questions have the power to generate vivid ideas, stimulate imagination and produce deep thinking from students. This was evident during observations in School A. Practitioners used open questions which allowed children to open their minds and deepen their thinking. The questions used, allowed children to learn from each other and extend their responses, through interaction with the practitioner and their peers. 
It could be argued that questioning is used by practitioners as a scaffold. The term ‘Scaffolding’ was used by Bruner to describe what adults do to support children in their learning (Smidt, 2011). The role of the adult during scaffolding according to Bruner is to become the ‘more knowledge other’, where their role is to assist and carefully match their teaching to the needs of the learners (Smidt, 2011). Similarly, to Bruner, Vygotsky put great emphasis on the role of the more knowledgeable person (Robosn, 2006). Vygotsky held the view that the more knowledgeable other had a role which involved helping the children to close the ‘gap’ between what they can do with help and what they can do alone. Vygotsky called this the Zone of Proximal Development or ZPD (Robson, 2006). Vygotsky’s theories are supported by Bruner who goes on to suggest that the ‘scaffolding’ used by the practitioner supports children in developing higher levels of thinking; This high level of thinking closes the ‘gap’ discussed by Vygotsky (Alfrey, 2008). Smart and Marshall (2013) suggest that questioning by practitioners should be used in order to engage students in higher-order thinking. It could be argued that when practitioners use effective, open ended questions, they allow their students to delve into deeper levels of thinking. It could also be argued that effective questions acts as a scaffold in which the practitioner is engaging the child’s interest, and guiding his or her thinking, to somewhere that leads into a new concept being learned, or an understanding solidified (Meade & Cubey, 2008). Observations carried out in School A, highlighted the importance of using questioning as a scaffold. It could be argued that the practitioner successfully used questions during activities in order to develop the students learning. Knight and Benson (2014) suggest that when students attempt to answer high levels of questioning they begin to “construct ideas, apply knowledge, absorb new information” and begin to demonstrate their understanding. They suggest that rich, open and responsive questions should be consistently used with a classroom. It could be argued that if practitioners use the types of questions suggested by Knight and Benson that children will also ask these types of questions. Bruner suggested that a child should be constantly asking questions about the people, events, activities and experiences that they encounter (Smidt, 2011). It could be suggested that if children are asking effective questions that have been modelled by the practitioner, that their level of questioning will increase, and their learning will be further developed. 










My ideal learning environment
[image: ]









“It takes a visitor only a few minutes in a classroom to detect whether or not a teacher has managed to establish and maintain a positive learning environment” (Hayes, 2008). My ideal learning environment includes several aspects, most of which link to the Foundation Phase curriculum. As my poster identifies, there are 13 main areas to my ideal learning environment. My poster highlights several areas that I am going to discuss in more detail. It is important that the layout of a classroom is well thought out, as it represents home for several hours of each weekday during term time for both children and teachers (Moyles, 2007). My decisions for adding the elements to my learning environment have stemmed from observations within a range of Foundation Phase classes and theory. It is important to remember that children spend a lot of their time within the classroom, so it needs to be somewhere that is engaging, welcoming and conducive to their learning. I have decided to focus on three main areas to discuss in more detail. These are areas which I feel are significant aspects of a Foundation Phase classroom. These are the outdoor area, the role play area and areas where children can play, particularly with objects; such as construction and small world. 

My ideal learning environment would include a large outdoor and forest school area, that could be accessed from the classroom itself. The outdoor area in my ideal learning environment would be large and spacious. It has been said that small outdoor environments do not allow for a full range of permanent areas and activities everyday (Edgington, 1998). 
My ideal outdoor learning area would include elements such as a mud kitchen, logs and a campfire, trees for climbing and a swing, that would stay in the environment all year round. This would ensure continuity for the children, as they could return to these areas on a regular basis.  “Forest school is an inspirational process, that offers all learners regular opportunities to achieve and develop confidence and self- esteem through hands-on learning experience in a natural environment” (Houghton & Worroll,2016). I have chosen to include a forest school area attached to my classroom so that children have easy free flow access to the outdoors at any time. Outdoor experiences should complement the activities that go on inside the classroom (Edgington,1998) Children would be able to access the forest school area with trained practitioners, which would enable them to experience the hands- on learning that Houhgton and Worroll discuss. The outdoors should be available to children everyday (Bilton, 2010) and should be a continuous experience as opposed to one off visits, such as school trips (Robertson, 2014). The impact that an outdoor learning environment can have on young children has been widely discussed. Robertson (2014) states that the outdoors can have several benefits for children. These include a positive impact on children’s health and well-being, an increase in attainment and an improvement of children’s social and communication skills. These are all benefits which could be hindered if children do not have the opportunity to experience learning outdoors. These benefits discussed by Roberson are supported by Bilton (2010) who states that the outdoor environment caters for all children’s needs. These needs include emotional, social, linguistic, cognitive and physical. In my ideal learning environment, the outdoors would be used to cater for all of these needs. My learning environment would encourage the development of these skills, through children’s play within the outdoor area. 
Within the outdoor area children are offered more opportunities to challenge themselves and take risks (Bruce, 2010). Giving children the opportunity to use the outdoor area regularly, allows children to have opportunities to challenge themselves and for them to explore new environments. The outdoor environment also allows children to make their own observations and discoveries about the outside world (Moyes. 1994). If children are able to gain first hand experiences of the outdoors, it could help them to formulate their own ideas and opinions on the environment. The outdoor environment is as important as the indoor classroom when it comes to learning and teaching (Moyles.2007). As Moyles has suggested that the outdoor environment having the same significance as the indoor environment, I feel that it is an essential aspect of my learning environment. The outdoor area within my ideal learning environment would be used for focus tasks led by a practitioner or support staff, and enhanced and continuous provision, which children could use freely. Through observations within Foundation Phase environments, I have seen how both effective and ineffective outdoors areas can be for children’s learning and development. This is one of that reasons that I have included a large outdoor area in my ideal learning environment. 

The possibilities for role play areas are almost infinite (Drake, 2009). Within my ideal learning environment, I have chosen to include a role play area. This area will be large in size and an adaptable space. This is to ensure that the area can be adapted for different topics or interests of the children and is large enough for children to thoroughly explore and get the most out of the area. There are several reasons for including a role play area within my learning environment. For many, the role play area has been regarded as an ideal environment for the development of many skills. These include social skills, imagination and the development of language (Bennett, Wood & Rogers. 1997). Drake (2009) echoes what has been suggested by Bennett, Wood and Rogers, stating that a role play area should provide children with rich opportunities to develop their language and literacy skills. Drake (2005) goes on to state that through a well-planned role play area children can develop their language and literacy skills in order to offer purpose to their reading, writing, speaking and listening. This could suggest that a well-planned role play can develop children’s skills across the curriculum. 
Whiteboard (1996) suggests that role play should be an integral part of the children’s working day. Within my ideal learning environment children would be able to freely use the role play area as continuous provision, and also be used for focused tasks with the practitioner or support staff. Within a role play area, there are several skills and opportunities for learning that can be developed. Bennett, Wood and Rogers (1997) state that role play allows children to learn the skill of negotiation, responsibility, turn taking and cooperation. This is supported by Palaiologou (2010) who states that role play requires children to take part in complex interactions with their peers, particularly when they attempt to recreate real life experiences or events. Within a role play area, children are able to interact with each other, whilst also taking on the persona of other people; all of which can develop their communication and social skills. This is supported by Eaude (2011) who states that play offers children an unforced way to actively socialise and communicate with their peers. The role play area in my learning environment would allow children to play with their peers and develop those key communication and social skills. 
Moyles (2007) states that role play areas become whatever children or practitioners want them to be. My role play area would be used in order to facilitate children’s imagination and creativity, alongside developing skills such as communication, language and social skills. The development of skills through the use of a role area is a beneficial aspect to children’s learning and is one of the reasons I have included this area within my learning environment. The role play area as a continuous provision, would allow children to explore experiences and real-life events without the scrutiny of practitioners. Children would be able to develop their imagination without feeling as though they are being watched. 

Palaiologou (2010) states that it is important to ensure that children have a variety of toys and play materials available to them. This is supported by Maynard and Waters (2014) who state that children should be exposed to a stimulating and varied play environment. Within my ideal learning environment play would be a focus in areas such as construction and small world. Vygotsky believed that play with objects and exploratory play should be part of children’s everyday life (Smidt, 2011). Within the construction and small world areas in my learning environment, children would be able to explore objects, toys, material and textures through their play. Drake (2005) states that small world play develops children’s language and creativity. It also allows children to gain knowledge of topics covered through playing with toys and objects related to that topic (Bennett, Wood & Rogers, 1997). For instance, children could learn about farm animals whilst playing in a small world area dedicated to the topic of ‘on the farm’. Children’s creativity can also be developed through small world play. According to Moyles (2007), during their small world play, children will often create imaginary contexts for the resources they are playing with. As a continuous provision, children would be able to visit the small world regularly and return to this imaginary play. 
As with small world play, construction as a continuous provision in my learning environment, would allow children to revisit their play time and time again. Drake (2005) suggests that practitioners should provide a larger space for construction as it frequently involves children working on projects that can be revisited at different play opportunities. My construction area within my ideal learning environment would be large enough to do as Drake suggest. I have seen in practice how a small construction area can hinder children’s play opportunities. The opportunities for continuous and enhanced provision activities within areas such as small world and construction make them an essential aspect of my learning environment. 
“Children need opportunities to use clay, paint, mark-make, dance, make music, play in the home corner, garden and construct in their own way, and in their own time, and to make choices and decisions.” (Bruce, 2010). Within my ideal learning environment children will have the opportunity to do all of these things. Cowley (2003) states that the way in which a classroom is organised can have a strong effect on behaviour of children and their perceptions of what will happen within the classroom. My ideal learning environment would be a place that is inviting, engaging and encouraging for the children who were using it. My ideal learning environment would allow children to explore and investigate through their play and learning. 

This essay has aimed to explore the use of effective questioning during observations at School A. This has been done through reflection of observations carried out and through theories of effective questioning. The advantages of using effective questioning have been explored within this essay. How practitioners should be using questioning has been explored, and how effective questioning will allow children to think on a higher level. This essay has discussed how practitioners can use effective questioning techniques in order to encourage participation, develop children’s understanding, support children in their learning, and extend the sort of responses children give. This essay has also looked at the elements that make up effective learning environments, and the research that led to my decisions in choosing the elements that have been included within my ideal learning environment. This essay has also discussed how not using effective questioning can impact teaching, and why it is important that teachers have the skill of effective questioning. “Effective questioning skills are central to the repertoire of effective teachers” (Kyriacou, 2007). 
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