Morgan Weale 1804039 ECAD4005C
‘Choose either ‘the beach’ or ‘the woods’ to plan a visit for a group of children. Describe how visiting this location can support learning.’ 
This essay hopes to explore the academic reasoning and merit surrounding the implementation of learning environments both within and outside of the classical classroom environment and how visiting a location as part of an educational trip can help the development and learning of pupils. It hoped that by highlighting the use of varying learning environments to enhance learning, primary school pupils can benefit as a direct result. The views of some theorists will be analysed and evaluated, as well as the views of certain governmental bodies such as the Welsh Assembly Government as a means to provide external support for any claims made within this piece. The use of differing or opposing views will also be included to enable a more rounded and fuller perspective on the matter and mitigate any possibly biased raised by a mono-perspective attitude. The trip chosen to be the educational ‘visit for a group of children’ will be a trip to Newgale beach. This will enable a real life situation to plan for, which in turn will hopefully reveal any issues within the use of outdoor learning environments pertaining to a beach environment, allowing some of the useful and hindering features of outdoor learning environments to be assessed.
To provide a credible and balanced argument for the use of varying learning environments within the primary school setting, first an understanding of what is meant by ‘learning environments’ must be established.  As the ‘Great School Partnership’ state in their ‘Glossary for Reform, 2014’, “learning environment refers to the diverse physical locations, contexts, and cultures in which students learn.” Here it can be seen that ‘learning environments’ are ‘physical locations, contexts and cultures’ making them rather ambiguous in nature as they cannot be limited by one area; they are in essence any area in which ‘students learn’. This thinking is progressive in the sense that it is shifting away from the typically confined “Learning within four walls” (Harriman, 2007, p.67) approach that teaching practice has built itself around over time, moving  toward a new wave of thinking whereby “Education can no longer be the giving of knowledge only; it must take a different path.” (Montessori, 1949, p. 4). 
Harriman offers the view that ‘learning within four walls’ has been implemented by adults as a means to control children, which in turn ignores the  well-being of the child and actually provides barriers which hinders their learning and growth within school; therefore, to transition from the typical teaching and learning relationship between teacher and pupil within the classroom, learning environments are needed as they provide ‘diverse’ opportunities that can be provided to children to remove them from the limiting ‘four walls’ of the classroom and expose them to a ‘different path’, which could offer new and real experiences which would then benefit the learning of the child, rather than cater for the teachers’ needs to control a class.  
The learning environment that surrounds a child is undoubtedly an influential factor on said child’s development. Educational pioneers such as Froebel, Isaacs and McMillan place value on the importance of outdoor learning environments, especially the effect that this can have on younger children’s development (Garrick, 2004). This idea is prevalent within the foundation phase within Wales. The ‘Outdoor Learning Handbook’ for the foundation phase states how the “outdoors is the ideal environment for experiential learning [...] full of special stimuli such as weather, sounds, smells and textures” (Welsh Assembly Government, 2009), ‘stimuli’ that would otherwise be difficult to incorporate into the typical classroom, yet experiences that are vital and needed for successful child development, demonstrating the need for outdoor learning environments in the primary school setting.  As the handbook mentions, ‘experiential learning’ for the child is a theme that has been, and is continuing, to gain momentum regards its’ importance for early childhood learning; taking a constructivist approach offered by Piaget, learning should encourage children to take a more hands on approach where the children are “active learners” who learn best through the “exploration of and interaction with the environment” (Waters, J. Dr), the ‘environment’ here being Newgale beach. 
A Montessori approach reiterates the importance of ‘experiential’ learning, stating that the learning “environment must be rich in motives which lend interest to activity and invite the child to conduct his own experiences.”  (Montessori, 1964) To be able to create and foster a self activated ‘interest’ within a child regards their learning, seems like a very powerful tool when teaching. This ‘interest’ would create the drive and want to learn within the children which would enable teachers to simply become the facilitators of the children’s learning and discovery, allowing issues of behaviour to be placed at the wayside. As Montessori says “We must not carry the child, but permit him to walk, and if his hand wants to work, we must give him motives of intelligent activity.” (Montessori, 1949, p. 111) thus demonstrating that we should not dogmatically teach, but openly facilitate and tailor the child’s independent learning experience. As Vygotsky suggests with a “more competent peer” (Waters, J. Dr), a child can learn within the context of a whole class/peer knowledge, helping to advance all of the children’s learning experience as they are in their ‘Zone of Proximal Development’ (ZPD), enabling the “children's interaction with others [to ] collaboratively construct knowledge and understanding.” (Waters, J. Dr); this seems most possible using the real world, rather than within the structured ‘four walls’ of the classroom as the structure within the classroom is perhaps a limiting factor in allowing children to work within their own ZPD. 
Newgale beach has been chosen as the area for an educational visit for the year 2 children within the foundation phase as it offers large open spaces for the children to use, as well as an abundance of natural and manmade (rubbish) materials which can also be utilised free of cost. The open area of the beach is ideal for this age group as it allows for staff members to easily monitor the children, whilst maintaining a distance that doesn’t impede on the children’s independence regards their learning. As the OEAP (2018, p. 1) states: teachers need to possess “the confidence and competence to both teach and supervise groups safely in the chosen terrain.” The terrain that the beach offers is therefore ideal in meeting this standard as there are no physical barriers on the beach that could limit the supervision of an adult. (See ‘Appendix 1’ for further risk assessment)
The terrain of the beach is advantageous regards the gross motor development opportunities that it offers. As Dr. Nalda Wainright said at the ‘Aiming for Excellence Conference’: “children need a rich variety of movement experiences [...which...] will help them enter a positive spiral of physical activity engagement and as such be likely to be on a positive health trajectory.” (Dr, Wainright N., 2019) Newgale beach would be the perfect enabling environment as it possesses a range of surfaces which are imperative for gross motor development regards stability and balance. 
Before the visit to the beach, there are tasks that need to be completed prior to allow for a successful and meaningful visit for both staff and children. A prior visit should be made by teaching staff and a plan made regards any issues identified in anticipation for the trip, which can be found in ‘Appendix 2’. This should be completed to ensure that the learning taking place on the trip is meaningful and reasonable in terms of the educational value as well as the provision available in terms of materials and amenities etc.; Weekes states how it is essential that teachers recognise the potential risks and show an awareness of how to mitigate and plan for said risks (Weekes, 2017). The prior visit to the beach is therefore essential as it will allow adequate time to plan for and mitigate any foreseen issues. In addition to planning, the ratio of adult to pupil/students needs to be assessed. For example, the year 2 foundation phase class for the intended trip would need a ratio of 1:6 as the level of risk does not require higher ratios of adults to children due to the limited risk associated with this trip to Newgale beach (See ‘Appendix 4’).
Another part of the trip planning to consider is the creation and distribution of parental/guardian trip consent forms. The consent form is a vital part of the overall form and success of the trip, without which the trip could not be undertaken. The consent form allows for the consent of the parent/guardian of the child being taken on the trip; it also allows the parent to alert the school of any allergies or other health issues the child may have. In addition the consent forms will also have the parental emergency contact number pertaining to each child, which would allow for easy access to the class teacher if they needed to contact the parent/guardian quickly and efficiently – (consent form available in ‘Appendix 3’).
The activity that is to be planned on the beach will utilise the available natural and manmade materials i.e. rubbish, driftwood etc., as well as the open spaces; both of these areas will be used to promote the ‘Creative Development’ area of learning within the Foundation Phase as they “explore, investigate and use the indoor and outdoor learning environments [...using...] a wide range of resources and stimuli.” (Welsh Government, 2015, p. 47).  
The activity itself will be simple in instruction to the children to allow them to gain a sense of independence by only providing the ‘skeleton’ of an idea for them to think about and make their own. They will be asked to produce art on the beach that represents something that they are interested or concerned about in their life using the materials that are available on the beach; it would be the hopes that this work could then be photographed and the children could continue their work at a later date back in the classroom environment. This would be done to maintain the positive aspects that the outdoor environment offered the children, as well as ensuring the level of engagement with their work by enabling them to work on something that they are interested in. 
The use of the materials available at the beach will hopefully promote the themes that Donaldson G. promotes within the ‘Four Purposes’ in his ‘Successful Futures’ document by developing and nurturing the want for more ‘ethical, informed citizens’ as the children “understand and consider the impact of their actions when making choices and acting” (Donaldson G. 2015, p. 29) i.e. where their rubbish can end up and how it has been repurposed to create something of value out of the things people deem valueless.
It would be the hopes that the children develop their want to be ‘ambitious capable learners’ as they “set themselves high standards [...who...] seek and enjoy challenge” (Donaldson G. 2015, p. 29). This would hopefully be achieved through the independence that would be given to the children during the trip as stated above through the Montessori approach, whereby the teachers would facilitate the children’s learning, and the children be the ones who actively ‘set themselves high standards’ and  ‘seek’ to learn.
The activity would help to develop the children’s ability to become ‘enterprising, creative contributors’ by being able to “express ideas and emotions through different media”, that media being the materials available on the beach. As well as this, the activity will encourage an attitude whereby the children will aspire to become “healthy confident individuals” through their taking part in the physical activities on the beach (Donaldson G. 2015, p. 29).
The freedom that is offered through the activity allows the children to develop their own personal talents to the full (WAG, 2009, p. 5) helping to meet some of the needs presented by documents such as the ‘United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child’ and the ‘Rights to Action (2004)’, as the children are given a voice in their learning, a voice that is not only listened to but nurtured, to hopefully produce a piece of work that the child feels proud of. This activity helps to fulfil criteria within the foundation phase framework such as ‘Personal and Social Development, Well-being and Cultural Diversity’ as there are activities that “allow them to become independent learners [and] activities that allow them to use their senses, to be creative and imaginative”. It is these activities coupled with the thinking of McMillan that the “best classroom is roofed only by the sky” (McMillan, M., 1919) which to me is a propounding thought as it is a ‘classroom’ environment that is rarely used in modern teaching practice, but it is one that is gaining momentum and a sense of place – especially within Donaldson’s ‘Successful Futures’ as he states how “visits and visitors can help to bring abstract learning to life” (Donaldson, 2015, p. 67).
Another skill that the children will be developing at the beach through the creative activity is their “Knowledge and Understanding of the World” where they will be given the opportunity to “explore a wide range of stimuli” (WAG, 2015, p. 41) be it the resources on the beach, or the weather that surrounds them; adopting the attitude of Alfred Wainwright, there is “no such thing as bad weather, only unsuitable clothing” (Wainwright, A. 2003), an attitude that allows the children to assimilate any and all weathers that they may otherwise miss in the normal classroom. The activity will also enable the children to engage with their “Physical Development” as they are actively “exploring and investigating their indoor and outdoor learning environments” (Welsh Government, 2015, p. 44) through the gathering of their materials across the beach and pebble banks to the ‘physical’ construction of their art.
 The relationship with the children’s teachers as Dillon et al suggests through the use of the informal outdoor environment as opposed to the formal environment within the stereotypical classroom, will allow students and teachers a break from the typical relationship regards the teacher and the taught dynamic, allowing for more casual and personal interaction between each other which was reported as beneficial to both parties (Dillon et al, 2005).  This unique opportunity or ‘range of stimuli’ which this learning environment offers is an invaluable experience for both teacher and children as it allows the dismantlement of possible metaphorical barriers which enables true and purposeful talk, possibly leading to the betterment of learning within the class on that day, and in the future.
After the trip to the beach, back within the classroom the work completed will have been photographed to provide a real personal stimulus to the children to encourage engagement with future work. This activity would be to utilize the knowledge and experiences gained on the trip and implement it by producing work in whatever form they wish e.g. posters, art, poems etc. to promote a more caring attitude regards the world and all things living. The use of the man made materials on the beach (the rubbish) will be discussed and used as the fuel for their work e.g. how it got there... is that acceptable... how can we change... etc. This work will enable the children to develop and recognise “their role as global citizens” (WAG, 2008, p. 3) by enabling them to understand that “people’s actions can improve or damage the environment” (WAG, 2008, p. 27) and how we as a collection have a responsibility to “use resources carefully [...and...] dispose of used resources responsibly” (WAG, 2008, p. 27). This as an activity is of paramount importance for our future generations as we as a collective have disrespected our world and it is an issue that our children “have a right to know about for their future” (WAG, 2008, p. 7) else we risk “compromising the ability of future generations” (WCED, 1987).
To conclude, through visiting a learning environment foreign to the classroom can bring with it a plethora of opportunities both regards educational development and learning, but it also allows for a personal and emotional understanding of environments that the children may otherwise not be fortunate enough to experience. The knowledge gained on a trip is often the knowledge and experience that manifests itself in a place within a child’s memory that is of importance to that child. I myself can fondly remember the trips I went on throughout my own schooling experience; these experiences often carried with them a positive memory of building friendships with my friends as we enjoyed the shared experience of the trip, but more than that, the learning on those trips would be impactful. Now if this was due to the alien and exciting environment far from the classroom, or simply the activities that are encouraged in an ‘outdoor’ class compared to the activities that are taught in the traditional ‘four walls’, it was learning that lasted, and I believe that type of valued learning needs to be incorporated into Welsh learning as it is an invaluable yet underused resource. As the foundation phase curriculum itself states: 
“At the centre of the statutory curriculum framework lies the holistic development of children and their skills, building on their previous learning experiences and knowledge.”
(Welsh Government, 2015, p. 3)
This ‘holistic’ nature that should encompass the way teachers teach is in my opinion most effective in approach in an outdoor learning environment as it is evident to see how things in the real world are inextricably linked, so to not use it, or to underuse it is an issue in my eyes, yet an issue easily addressed. 
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