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‘Describe a learning event which has happened during your recent school experience. Reflect upon what took place, connecting events to theories of learning and teaching. Make recommendations about how you could improve your own practice in the light of this. Produce a poster to illustrate how you would develop the elements of an effective learning environment.’

Introduction 
Education in Wales is changing due to the introduction of Successful Futures proposed by Donaldson. This curriculum consists of four purposes (see Figure 1) along with seven areas of learning and experience that will form future pedological practices around teaching and learning in Wales.
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Learning and teaching have many different forms of approaches which have all influenced many theorists such as Jean Piaget, Jerome Bruner and Lee Vygotsky who all consider a variety of ways of how children learn (Leonard, 2002; Taylor and MacKenney, 2008). Learning is a complex tool and is made up of many aspects that form education today, such as questioning (Lone and Burroughs, 2016; Wragg and Brown, 2002), types of talk (Eke and Lee, 2008), praise and growth mindset (Ricci, 2013; Robins, 2012), along with other aspects.
The purpose of this essay is to focus on one specific learning event that I have observed whilst in a primary school setting, relating this scenario to current literature and theoretical concepts whilst highlighting how this will inspire my own pedological approaches. Fawcett (2009) highlights that “Observation provides a rewarding opportunity to discover the subtle and fascinating ways in which people communicate…” (p.19). This highlights the significance of observation and how we can gather effective information around children’s learning.
Before conducting my observation, I was aware of ethical considerations, drawn from the BERA guidelines. Firstly, I familiarised myself with the safeguarding policy of the primary school before conducting my observation. I obtained anonymity by keeping the name of the school, teachers and pupils confidential throughout observing and through this essay by using terms such as ‘Teacher A’ and ‘Child A’. Finally, I informed the teachers on my observation and gained their consent to conduct my observation (BERA, 2011).





Observation and Theory
My learning event took place in a small primary school in South Wales with approximately 471 pupils, 90.6% of those achieving the expected outcome in Foundation Phase. In the school’s last Estyn inspection, they received a ‘good’ score with only a few recommendations. Over the two days spent at this school, I observed in a reception class, Year 2, Year 5 and Year 6 class. The learning event I will focus on throughout this essay relates to the subject of praise and encouragement, whilst linking to relevant literature and theoretical perspectives in education. 
The learning event I witnessed took place in a reception class, at around 10am prior to snack time. The children were assigned to sit in a circle on the carpet, while the circle time song was played to indicate circle time. As the children did this, milk and snack were about to be given out by the ‘helpwr heddews’ who were chosen that day. Children put their hand up who wanted milk, so the helpers could give this out. During this point, I noticed a lot of praise and encouragement being enforced when children were showing manners, especially in the welsh context. One aspect stood out to me the most during this time, see Figure 2 of a short transcript below.
Child A: Miss, I said diolch!
Teacher A: Da iawn! That is fantastic! I’m going to get you a sticker.
Child B: I said Diolch too, Miss!
Teacher A: I am so proud of you both.




Figure 2: Observation transcript


Whilst this dialogue was happening, the teacher gave ‘Child A’ a sticker for saying ‘diolch’, only then did ‘Child B’ state that he too said ‘diolch’, so that child got a sticker too. To capture this aspect of praise, I used a written method to make this observation. I felt this method was the easiest way to note down exactly what I seen as something could happen at any time during the day that I wanted to write down. 
Palaiologou (2008) and Bold (2011) both highlight that written observations are the most common form of observation used in early years and involves recording exactly what happens in a fast and effective way. Following this, Tassoni (2007) underpins that through using written observations the observer can observe from a distance without influencing the child. However, this method of observation can limit a lot of information to be noted down, so are brief observations which may not provide the observer with much information to analyse in detail (Greene and Hogan, 2005) and (Lewis and Lindsay, 2000). I found it hard to write everything down in such a small space of time, so I may have missed some important information, a voice recording would have been a useful method as Sari-Yustina (2012) states that using voice recordings are a good way to revisit data to analyse the research effectively.
I decided to choose this learning event as my focus as I believe it is a good example of the use of praise and encouragement in the classroom. Through studying module content at university, I noticed many themes that were applicable to my learning event such as the type of talk, but felt praise and encouragement was the best aspect to focus on and which I found the most interesting to research.
Praise and encouragement are widespread across literature, with many viewpoints both supporting and challenging the aspect. Gartrell (2007) and Roberts (2002) support the use of praise and encouragement in the classroom by suggesting the use of teacher’s using praise in the classroom acts as a form of motivation for children. This is because children will feel positive about being praised, therefore boosting their self-esteem and wanting to continue this effort. Dweck (2006, p.16) states that children’s mindsets are “…powerful beliefs” noting how children’s minds can influence their feelings and well-being. There are different types of praise in the classroom that can influence a child’s behaviour. Dinkmeyer and Dreikurs (2000), Lawrence (2006) Gartrell (2013) consider a variety of types of praise and encouragement towards children including, feedback for work related tasks, praising effort, praising good behaviour and for being kind and considerate to others. I can see praise and encouragement is shown in Figure 2 as ‘Teacher A’ presents praise instantly when she knows the child has used Welsh to say thank you for milk, clearly having an impact as then Child B did the same thing, so they also received that praise. From this child receiving a sticker, this acts as a reward therefore motivating the child to then remember to do this again. This is proven by ‘Child B’ realising that ‘Child A’ will get a sticker from saying “diolch” so this child does the same action.
Jenkins, Floress and Reinke (2015) considers research on teacher praise and the association between praise and student behaviour. This review reveals that there is a need for current, large-scale studies that measure the rate of different types of praise in the classroom, while measuring pupil behaviour. This review notes that more research is needed on typical rates of teacher praise to fully understand its concept. This review is recent and relevant to today but is based in Columbia, so research may not be as relevant to the results in the United Kingdom but still has relevant and interesting information. To contradict these findings, Cavanaugh (2013) and City et al (2009) both consider that praise in the classroom can lead to problems in pupil’s choice of reasoning for acting in a certain way. For example, if a child is aware that by doing a certain task they will receive reward, they may rush that task, not fully understand it just to seek the result of a sticker or whatever that reward may be and become reliant on praise.
Following this, Floress (2017) carried out a study of observing six preschool teachers’ use of praise in the classroom. Some findings of this study involved teacher praise is an effective strategy that decreases preschool students’ disruptive behaviour. Teachers used more general praise and delivered more praise to individual and large groups of children compared to small groups highlighting the importance of specific praise to one child to make it more personal. 
Reflecting on theoretical perspectives, the incident I have observed links itself with the theory of the behaviourist approach. Behaviourism is the theory of behaviour through learning. Jon Watson led the behaviourist movement, stating that children are ”…products of their own learning experiences.” (Holt et al, 2012, p.13). This theory suggests that the learner begins as a ‘clean slate’ and children are influenced through positive reinforcement or negative reinforcement. Through children being reinforced positively, this will encourage the child to do that specific thing again, as well as how negative feedback will prevent a child from behaving in a certain way (Woollard, 2010; Wozniak, 1995).
Skinner also supported the theory of behaviourism, focussing more on the approach known as ‘radical behaviourism’. Skinner believed behaviour is followed by a consequence, whether that is good or bad and the surrounding environment can impact children’s behaviour (Skinner, 2011). Following this, cognitive behaviourism involves learning experiences and how the environment influences the thoughts and behaviour of children (Holt et al, 2012). This suggests that a child’s learning environment will shape their responses, especially praising and encouraging children as this effects children’s further actions. Similarly, Sutherland (1988) notes operant conditioning is where a child learns through reward and behaviour is needed to receive that reward, so this belief is that we condition a child, for example if you finish your work, you can play. This links well to my learning incident as the concept of reward clearly influences children’s responses as ‘Child B’ acted the same way as ‘Child A’ to get that reward. 
To support this further, some of Skinner’s research involves research with animals. There is an experiment known as the “Skinner Box” where a rat was kept in a box, a lever would release food which the rat worked out, therefore acting as the reward for the rat. These results proved that behaviour is learned through a response stimulus, again linking back to my observation I have noticed how the link between action and reward takes place with children. To support and question this, Chalk and Bizo (2006) conducted a study with four year four classes where teachers were instructed to use specific praise to the children during a numeracy session. Findings from this study show that specific praise promoted more on-task behaviour, but children’s enjoyment of numeracy were not affected. This study shows although praise allows the child to feel supported and motivated, “Praise does not control behaviour when it is unrelated to the task…” (Chalk and Bizo, 2006, p.349) meaning praise should be genuine and personal, and it does not always impact a child’s learning so may not impact a child holistically. Although this study is relevant to my discussion, only one school was observed therefore more school observations would have provided more accurate results, also this study is over a decade old which limits its effectiveness slightly to today’s research.
Following this, from visiting a primary school in Barry as part of my bridging days I witnessed another area of praise that supports these arguments and my learning event. I noticed as one child was climbing on the monkey bars, I stated that the child was very good at it, then another child shouted to me “look at me, Miss!” waiting to gain praise from me too. This underpins the effect of praise and encouragement with children and how they are aware of other children receiving it, showing they can be aware of how to receive this positive reinforcement. Whilst at this school I asked a member of staff how often they use praise and encouragement in the classroom, one said “It’s one of the most important aspects of learning, how else will they feel confident to try new things?” This was highlighted as important to me as this reinforces the importance of praise with children and how it benefits their personal well-being.
Another theorist that supports this approach is Pavlov. The theory of behaviourism also includes the concept of classical conditioning where you can train children to perform. Pavlov is mostly known for his research with the dog’s experiment, which included dogs salivating at the smell of food, so a bell would be rung before the food was brought out, eventually meaning the dogs would salivate when hearing the sound of the bell, therefore responding to the stimulus (Holt et al, 2012). From considering this perspective, my learning incident suggests that children can link the school environment to positive patterns if established. Praise and encouragement can provide this opportunity, showing children that what they have done is good and is appreciated by teachers.
The theory of behaviourism has been criticised over time as most experiments have been tested on animals, which has been argued that this cannot be related to human responses (Woollard, 2010). Also, it is argued that a child isn’t learning or understanding why as it is all external, children are looking for the purposes or reward which does not internalise anything. This theory goes against Freud and other popular theories about the subconscious, which Watson felt were too subjective (Watson, 2017).
Maslow’s hierarchy of needs is a motivational theory involving self-esteem and self-actualization. The diagram below (Figure 3) shows an image of the hierarchy. Maslow implies self-esteem is one of the most important aspects within an individual, having self-esteem and a self of achievement (McGuire, 2012). This theory suggests children need respect in order to feel worthy. This links to the perception of how praise and encouragement can provide these feelings. Simonsen, Myers and DeLuca (2010) and Hattie and Timperley (2007) consider that by praising and encouraging a child in many ways, they will automatically feel happier within that environment. This also relates to the top of the triangle of Self-actualization where a child realises their potential and self-worth which is supported through encouraging children to try new things, and not be afraid to make mistakes. Linking back to other forms of praise, this can even be shown through body language such as smiling or showing a thumbs up to indicate praise is being shown and what a child has produced hasn’t gone unnoticed. Linking back to my learning event, this is clearly shown as both children’s body language was shown to be positive after they had received the stickers from the teacher, suggesting their self-esteem was improved by this small act.
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From reflecting on the literature and theory I have researched and considering the observation I witnessed, I can use this information to develop my future practice. I will use every opportunity to praise children, in different types of ways. It has been shown through literature that praise and encouragement can be shown in a variety of ways such as orally and through body language. Following this, I will praise groups as well as specific individuals, although I have mentioned previously how important it is to praise individually, Lawrence (2006) notes that praising groups can be more effective in terms of group work, showing that some things are a team effort not just one person receiving all the praise. I will also try to praise children not just for work related tasks, but also for kindness and helpfulness to encourage having a positive effect on their personality and actions around others. Also, using the concept of growth mindset in the classroom will help children’s self-esteem, linking to encouragement. This can be done by display boards including phrases such as “you can do it!” and reinforcing that mistakes are a good thing. Finally, I will try and use rewards sparingly, although it has been proven to have a positive effect, as seen in my learning event, it can also be an issue as literature has shown the child will then act for just the reward, not for their own reasoning, so I believe it is important not to take the meaning and speciality out of a reward but to keep it meaningful.
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Figure 4: Ideal Learning Environment Poster


Wellhousen and Crowther (2004) and Boyes (2003) consider what makes an effective, beneficial learning environment. Although there are vast learning environments, they all provide opportunities to learn through experience. Whilst designing my ideal learning environment I considered many different areas that I would consider important in the classroom to provide various pedological practice opportunities. 
The significance of digital competency in the classroom is profound in today’s research. Emest et al (2014, p.183) states “Technology surrounds us, and the technology industry is targeting the youngest members of society more and more.” This promotes digital pedagogic approaches in the classroom as it is a popular form of teaching and learning. Although ICT can be used around the classroom, I focussed an ICT area in the centre of the classroom, near the literacy and maths areas therefore ICT can be used cross curricular. Some examples on how children may use this area involve reading on iPads, using QR codes relating to maths and literacy and using an interactive whiteboard (IWB). 
Higgins, Packard and Miller (2004) notes findings from a small case study that took place in two primary schools in the UK focusing on the Foundation Phase, state that ICT provides opportunities for children to be creative and to develop social skills through using different types of technology. Through Donaldson’s area of digital competency, Elston (2006) and Hobbs (2011) further support this by noting that using technology for various subjects promotes interactive learning and collaboration through communication and sharing.
I have incorporated an interactive whiteboard (IWB) in the classroom to promote visual engagement, increased participation and enhanced collaboration between pupils in the classroom. (Beauchamp, 2012; Lacina, 2009; Barber, Cooper and Meeson, 2007). By placing an IWB at the front of the class, it acts as a focus point in the classroom by capturing children’s attention through one specific object. Morgan (2010) supports IWB’s by noting that children should have the chance to utilize the board themselves, allowing them to explain and describe their actions to others. Therefore, I have chosen to place the board at the front of the classroom, so it is accessible for all children (Simmons and Hawkins, 2009; McKeown and McGlashon, 2012; Hennessy and Warwick, 2013).
Futhermore, Hammond et al. (2009) carried out a small study and found that most teachers would regularly use an interactive whiteboard during lessons and to demonstrate activities relating to all areas of the curriculum. This suggests that since the introduction to the digital curriculum, along with Donaldson’s digital competency framework, teachers may feel encouraged to use ICT throughout all subjects, therefore adding to its relevancy in the classroom (Successful Futures, 2015; Wales Online, 2015). 
Another area that I found important to have in the classroom is a carpet area. Carpet areas are commonly known to enhance group discussion through socialisation (Kennedy, 2016 and Serriere, 2010). This idea can be taken into pedagogical practice, as Seifert and Metz (2017) and Brophy, Alleman and Knighton (2010) suggest there can be themes dedicated to a carpet area, such as alphabet, numbers and feelings to propose lesson opportunities. A carpet area is a great way to use as a ‘meeting point’ when the class teacher wants to discuss something with the whole class as it provides organisation and direct focus to the class (Martin, 2007). An example of this is how carpet areas are fondly used for story times or singing songs. Finally, this strategy promotes structure in the classroom by using ‘special spots’ where noise control can be monitored by the class teacher through children sitting in specified areas (Hayes, 2007 and Dawes, 2010).
Additionally, focussed group task tables are something I have added to my learning environment, by colour coding on subject ability. Stronge (2018) suggests that this is a good method of monitoring pupils’ abilities in each subject, so you can recognise each child’s progress. By putting children in small groups for tasks, children can work in collaboration with other children in their group encouraging a social approach to learning. Wankel and Blessinger (2013) and Kington, Sammons, and Brown (2014) both support this by stating focussed groups promote active learning within the classroom by allowing children to participate in a small group. I have also added an assessment for learning (AFL) table to enhance children’s learning, this is supported by Colby-Kelly and Turner (2007) and Blandford and Knowles (2012) who suggest AFL allows children to become more involved in their learning process through reflecting and processing what they have learnt whilst developing metacognition. Zhou (2016, p.101) states AFL “…is intended to enhance both teaching and learning.” Therefore, proving to be a useful strategy in the classroom.
I have added a maths area to promote Donaldson’s focus of mathematical and numeracy development in the classroom. This has been aimed to develop children’s confidence and skills mathematically (Successful Futures, 2015). This specific area can be used daily to link with other areas of learning such as creativity by creating patterns in art. This area can be used to set mathematical challenges and tasks individually or in groups, as Taylor and Harris (2013) and Gifford and Gifford (2005) both note to promote an interactive approach to mathematical learning. An example of this can be how maths games, pattern making and building blocks can be used in multiple ways. Bruner and Piaget both support the idea of learning through play, highlighting the significance of learning maths through games to support children’s mathematical development effectively (Orton, 2004).
A quiet corner and emotional wellbeing area have become a huge focus in the new curriculum, focussing on children’s mental wellbeing due to one of Donaldson’s four purposes of children being healthy and confident individuals. Following this, by including a display of an emotional wellbeing chart children’s personal wellbeing can be monitored through children choosing a face that matches their feeling that day. Watson, Emery and Bayliss (2012, p.3) supports this approach by highlighting “…emotional wellbeing of children should be an educational goal in itself…” therefore, reinforcing its significance in the classroom. Similarly, the idea of a quiet corner for children, perhaps for those with additional learning needs, has been known to be successful as Nelsen, Lott and Glenn (2013) and Koza (2009) note that children who feel anxious can use this space to feel comfort through using blankets and soft toys if they are feeling over stimulated. 
The idea of growth mindset and a reward system provides significance in pedological practice. By placing a display of this at the front of the classroom, children can be reminded of positive phrases, as shown in Figure 5 classroom displays can encourage children’s self-esteem. Ricci (2013) and Gershon (2016) both support the idea of growth mindset and reward systems, indicating how this approach can help children stay focussed and motivated through rewarding children with stickers. Reward systems can also be used electronically, for example, dojo points are a popular approach where points are collected based on behaviour. This links to the behaviourist approach implying that children react to rewards, but a challenge to this is that it may impact children’s actions as they may just want to do it to receive a reward (Gray and Macblain, 2015).
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A role play and creative area are both beneficial in a classroom as these both share an association with one another and offer many learning experiences and is one of Donaldson’s four purposes, encouraging children to be creative. Moyles (2005) and Rogers and Evans (2008) suggest that different role play scenarios can occur in the role play area, promoting imagination and creativity allowing children to play co-operatively, therefore developing their social skills. This has been proven significant in a classroom as this approach can be cross curricular. For example, role play can be linked to mathematical development by children playing in a shop, it can be used to address literacy through using a castle to relate to stories, therefore highlighting its significance in the classroom (White, 2005).
Following this, bilingualism has become a huge focus in Wales, encouraging the Welsh language to be used more in school from the introduction to Donaldson’s new curriculum. From this, I have added a Welsh and EAL area to support this. Baker (2011) and Shin (2017) emphasise the importance of encouraging bilingualism in the classroom to develop children’s vocabularies. Although I have a Welsh area in my ideal learning environment, Welsh should still be used around the classroom, supporting bilingualism around various subjects. Following this, if there was a child in the class who spoke another language, I would aspire to meet the needs for that specific child by supporting their language around the classroom.
I have placed a literacy and reading corner in my learning environment as this covers various topics within literacy, language and communication. The reading corner can include story books of English and Welsh to encourage children’s language development, engage and motivate children and to help them become familiar with different language skills and vocabulary, overall developing children’s thinking skills (Fox et al, 2003; Woolley, 2014; McLachlan et al, 2012). Following this, literacy areas can be used for creative writing and links to emotional awareness as children can use the reading area to take inspiration from a story, empathise with a character, then perhaps write about this in the literacy area. This instantly becomes personal to the child, creating meaning linking to Donaldson’s four purposes of children being capable and creative learners. Hayes (2016) and Gallas (2003) suggest that these areas flourish children’s imagination and knowledge of language relating to Donaldson’s area of learning and experience of ‘language, literacy and communication.’
The final area I have included in my learning environment is an outdoor and investigation area. The significance of outdoor learning and investigation is prominent in literature, as Joyce (2012), Bilton (2010) and Burriss and Burriss (2011) all highlight outdoor learning provides children with first hand experiences, linking to Donaldson’s wishes of a curriculum with areas and experience. Some of the things I have included in my outdoors/investigation areas are forest area, a mud kitchen and play frame area. These areas support many stages of development, some being physical and creative. Csikszentmihalyi (2009) supports this approach by mentioning how children can be completely engaged and absorbed in their learning whilst being outdoors, known as the theory of flow. This highlights the significance of this area and how every learning environment will benefit from its resources. 
Whilst considering specific areas in my ‘ideal learning environment’ I would also like to highlight the significance of having a classroom that isn’t over stimulating for children. I would avoid bright colours on the walls with too many bright displays as this could be a trigger for certain pupils and create more of a disrupting learning environment rather than a comforting one. Biller (2003) and Willis (2007) both support this by noting how children can feel overwhelmed with too many displays, colours or objects around the classroom so I would try my best to avoid this.

Conclusion
To conclude, the learning event I witnessed shows how praise and encouragement has a motivational effect on children. From considering research in this essay, it is shown that praising children can maintain and improve children’s self-esteem and motivate them to work hard. My learning event links ideally to the concept of behaviourism, suggesting that the idea of reward influences children’s behaviour which can be successful but also questioned to be critically challenged through the idea of it influencing children’s behaviour perhaps too much. This would have to continue to be observed through studies to still gain a more in depth understanding of this in today’s school environments. Considering Donaldson’s four purposes, the use of praise supports the value of children being ambitious learners as they will want to learn from encouragement and healthy confident individuals, linking to children’s self-esteem and well-being as previously discussed. 
I will take this knowledge with me into my future career of teaching as well as my concept of an ‘ideal learning environment’ which all have an impact on a child’s holistic development. Through working on this assignment, I have gained a better understanding of a learning environment and how good practice implements this environment to its full potential as well as realising all aspects should have a positive impact to children in education as "All children need to feel worthwhile." (Dinkmeyer and Dreikurs, 2000, p. 48).
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