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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.’

Word count: 5288

Introduction 
Learning is a complex and facinating area of education, it is the process of acquiring new or building on skills, knowledge and experiences. Learning has been highly influenced by many theorists throughout history such as Jean Piaget, Bandura, Lev Vygotsky, Gardner and many more. There are many views and theorists about how children learn, which has required various amounts of research looking at the different ways of learning such as multiple intelligence. Gardner (2006, pg. 6) states that “An intelligence entails the ability to solve problems or fashion products that are of consequence in a particular cultured setting or community” suggesting that the environment in which children learn has a large impact on their development both physical and educational. This is a very exciting time to be a trainee teacher as the new curriculum is currently being trialled in many pioneer schools, ready to be set in stone for 2020. However, in order to embed the four purposes from the Grayham Donaldson report (2015) (Figure 1), teachers must have an understanding of how children learn, and how we can aid their learning and help them to develop and gain skills and knowledge during their time in full time education. 
[image: Image result for donaldson four purposes]Figure 1. The Four Purposes.
The learning event I witnessed took place in a large pioneer Primary School located in a town in South Wales. The school has two entry points, one for the staff, pupils and parents, and one for the Flying Start which is located onsite at the far end of the building. The school has an upstairs and downstairs, the Foundation Phase (FP) is located downstairs and Key Stage 2 (KS2) located upstairs. The school has 460 pupils enrolled, 18% of these pupils are under the English as an Additional Language (EAL) scheme and 23% are eligible for and receive free school meals, it was also identified in the Estyn report (2014) that there are around 16% of pupils with additional learning needs (ALN). I have not referenced the Estyn report due to the name of the school being included and I wanted to ensure the school information remained anonymous. The learning event observed took place in the Year 1 class of 30 pupils. I obtained and familiarised myself with the school’s policies prior to my observation to ensure I was working to their rules and regulations. Furthermore, prior to my observation I gained verbal consent from the class teacher to carry out my observation on the lesson and take notes. The name of the schools, teachers and pupils will remain confidential throughout my essay to ensure anonymity.  


Observation and Theory 
The learning event I witnessed occurred during carpet time after morning break. The teacher gathered the pupils in a circle and explained to them that they were going to carry out an activity to retrieve clues to help them find out what their new book and topic would be about. The activity was a follow-on activity from a Bear which was found in the classroom the day before. The hook for this activity included a mystery bag found in the middle of the room that had been left by the bear, accompanied by a voice message the bear had left on the interactive whiteboard. The bag contained various objects. The theme for this was ‘See, Think, Wonder’. See, Think, Wonder is a form of thinking which encourages the pupils to look more closely at works of art and other objects before jumping to conclusions. Children don’t always observe and use the clues we provide them with to justify their thinking. During this activity, the pupils passed the bag of objects around to the music and when the music stopped, the pupil holding the bag would retract an object from it. Once the pupil had an object, they would describe to the class what they ‘see’ then they would explain where they ‘think’ the object has come from or what they ‘think’ it is for, the pupils would then tell the class and the teacher what they would like to find out. At the end of the activity it became clear that the theme for the new topic was transport. Figure 2 shows a transcript of the activity I observed. 










Bag gets passed around the circle until the music stops. Pupils 1 pulls out an object...
Teacher: What have you pulled out of the bag? What do you see?
Pupil 1: I see a red truck with white windows. 
Teacher: What do you think the red truck is?
Pupil 1: I think it is a fire engine going to put out a fire. 
Teacher: What would you like to find out about the fire engine? 
Pupil 1: I want to know where the fire is and who is driving the truck. Maybe it is Bear. 
The music begins again and the bag starts to get passed around the pupils again...
Teacher: What do you have from the bag? What do you see? 
Pupil 2: I see a big aeroplane.
Teacher: What do you think is going to happen to the aeroplane?
Pupils 2: I think the aeroplane has lots of people on there and is going to fly up in the sky and take them on holidays.
Teacher: What would you like to find out about the aeroplane?
Pupil 2: I want to know where the aeroplane is going, I think it is going to Spain. 



















Figure 2. Transcript of activity I observed in Year 1.

In order to observe the group discussion, I used a written observation method, this method was the most appropriate during this activity as it allowed me to capture every detail of the discussion which took place. I was then able to refer back to observation notes and produce a small example of part of the conversation observed as evidence for my essay. Hobart and Frankel (2004, pg. 37) states that written observation is “The most commonest type of observation technique and may be used to record a naturally occurring event” thus, the reason as to why I chose the written observation method, a description of an event which unfolds in front of you. This method also enabled me to observe the activity and record my findings without disturbing the pupils. 

Over the years, the interests and approach to observation has grown, however, according to Robson (2006, pg. 101) there has been “Growing concern to ensure children are seen as active, willing participants in the process, one which arises partly from greater concern for children’s rights (Alderson 2005) and ethical considerations” emphasising the importance that all children should be made aware that they are being observed to a certain extent.  To ensure that my observation was accurate and ethically correct I followed the British Ethical Research Association (BERA) (2011) Ethical Guidelines for Educational Research, I also ensured that the names of the staff and children remained anonymous for confidential reasons. This is further supported by Hobart and Frankel (2004, pg. 4) who states that “All information that you receive, either written or verbal, is strictly confidential”, this is one of the many reasons as to why I chose written observation because I could then ensure that no names or confidential information were included in my evidence. 

Furthermore, to ensure that my observation was accurate I followed the steps suggested by Lofland (1971) to ensure that the notes I had recorded were accurate and reliable for my essay. I choose the written observation method as this seemed the most appropriate method to used based on the activity being a group discussion. There were limited resources available due to the children not being able to be video recorded, so this allowed me to record the whole discussion with minimal equipment required. Although written observation was the method I chose based on the nature of the observation, my preferred method of choice would have been to video record the children on an electronic device to gain the full context of the learning event which took place. However, due to the need for confidentiality and anonymity, I was unable to use electronic devices and capture the children’s voices and image as their identity would have been inserted into the essay, therefore, the written observation method was the best tool to use for this occasion. 

Observation is a vital aspect to the role of a teacher and has been implemented throughout schools for many years. Robson (2006, pg. 90) states that “The recording of adult’s observations of young children has been a cornerstone of early childhood practice” suggesting that observations have been part of the teaching practice for many years and continue to have a large impact of the development of children’s learning. This is further supported by Wajnryb (1998, pg. 1) who states that “Observation is a multi-faceted tool for learning” evidencing that observations for assessment and learning have many aspects and features and can aid teachers in assessing the physical and learning development of a child. Robson (2006) strongly believes that influences of early childhood has shown that observation-led records for understanding and assessing children are most valuable. 

I decided to focus on a see, think, wonder learning event as I felt it was a good example of thinking and metacognition being explored in the classroom. Donaldson (2015) visits the idea of metacognitive thinking and suggests that this approach can aid learners to take control of their own learning, involving the use of their knowledge on how they, and other people think. Bloom’s Taxonomy (1956) is a set of hierarchical models used to classify educational and learning objective, a description of the types of thinking associated to the development of children. Bloom (1956) is widely recognised for defining educational objective through the classification system he developed (a taxonomy). Figure 3 (on page 7) shows an example of Bloom’s Taxonomy (1956).








[image: Image result for bloom's taxonomy]
Figure 3. Bloom’s Taxonomy.
The see, think, wonder task I was able to observe gave great insight to how children think without any influence from the adult, but using their own imagination and creative thinking skills. The activity where this occurred was based on finding clues to the new topic through objects found in a bag. Roche (2015, pg. 11) states that “Critical thinking means thinking for yourself” reiterating my previous point that the see, think, wonder activity had no input or influence from the teacher, apart from the involvement evidenced in figure 2. Roche (2015) also talks about how critical thinking is not about receiving information which sadly, is what happens in many classrooms where children are not provided with the opportunity to think for themselves. 

Furthermore, metacognitive thinking could also be defined as the reflective process which comes alongside reviewing either the process or the outcome of an activity. There are many theorists who believe children and young learners should reflect on their process of thinking to enable them to recognise their strengths and weaknesses and to find out how they could improve their learning. Edward de Bono (2000) used the thinking hat technique. De Bono believed this was a technique which could be used to debate, solve problems or to help conclude. The Six Thinking Hats provide children with a stimulus to think from different perspectives, allowing them to gain a range of possible outcomes and reasons. From this, the children are able to see the various argument behind one scenario and can apply this to all subjects across the curriculum. This technique was evident throughout my observation as the children were using different perspectives when discussing what they could see, think and wonder about the different objects. The Department for Education and Skills (DfES) (2005) provide various materials to aid teachers in the development of thinking throughout schools. The school training manual (DfES 2005) suggests how focusing on these skills should enable independent thinking to develop. 

This is further supported by Kirkwood (2001) and Costa (2001) who suggest that “Students can already think, but in teaching about thinking, reflecting on thinking processes and modelling good thinking, educators can help learners develop better quality thinking” cited in McGregor (2007, pg. 40),  therefore, when teachers are knowledgeable in the area of thinking, they are able to work with children building their knowledge and skills and educating them on how reflecting on their thinking processes and end outcomes can enable the learners to identify their strengths and weaknesses. This will then enable them to progress through finding ways of improvement and how they can apply different strategies to support their thinking. 

A further study from McGregor (2007, pg. 22) suggests that metacognitive thinking could be defined as the reflective thinking concerned with describing or reviewing either the process or outcome of any activity, encouraging the use of reflection throughout the class to enable the children to assess their own work. This will also encourage the children to recognise their strengths and weaknesses and work towards ways of improvement and implementing various methods to aim towards a better outcome. This is further supported by Robson (2006, pg. 99) who suggests that “Young children’s thinking is seen as a collective process and, through discussion and ‘provocation’ their existing theories and ideas can be reflected on, challenged” reinforcing the importance of reflection on their own knowledge and understanding, allowing them to learn how to become better thinkers, and also to become role models for other children. 

As shown above, many researchers have a wide range of studies based on the influence creative thinking and metacognition has on a child’s learning experience and stems from their imagination. McGregor (2007, pg. 66) states that thinking is “Imagination that explores realms of possibilities” this statement was evident throughout the learning event that I observed as the children had no influence from the teacher on what to say and were not pin pointed to give a specific answer, but, the conversation and predications made by the children were purely from their own thoughts and imagination. McGregor (“007, pg. 175) reiterates this further into the book where by stating that “Within each thinking skill programme, there are opportunities for the development of creative thinking”, allowing the children to think freely and independently allows them to generate ideas and possible outcomes, furnishing the raw materials of creative thought and divergent thinking. A further study from McGuiness (1999) suggests that “Students being supported in ‘learning how to think’ and being able to independently ‘think how to learn’ is important” cited in McGregor (2007, pg. 21). McGuiness (1999) supports the theme of children being independent thinkers in the classroom which enables them to become better thinkers, and to encourage them to become meaningful thinkers and to reflect on their work. In addition to this, a further study supports the importance of the use of thinking in the classroom to aid children to become better learners.
Something we do when we try to solve problems, it involves processing the information that we have available to use – either from external world or from within our own memories. This allows us to take things we know or observe and turn them into new ways of understanding and thinking. Adey et al. (2001), cited in McGregor (2007, pg. 14).

This suggests that by using thinking skills throughout their learning, children are able to focus on knowing how as well as knowing what, they are continuously learning how to learn, they are lifelong learners. Lochrie (2009, pg.6) summarises that “Lifelong learning is widely considered to be a transformation process for individuals… engagement in learning is associated with creative fulfilment and enhanced well-being” suggesting that lifelong learning is key to unlocking success and a means to gaining strength through their continuous learning. In comparison, Isaac (1930) who had experience working with children had a “More positive view of children, emphasising what they can do rather than what they cannot” cited in Robson (2006, pg.16) who came to this conclusion from the influence of observations on young children, recognising that they are capable of thinking logically and taking onboard the perspectives of others. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]In contrast, although there are many theorists who support the idea of thinking and metacognition in education. There are many underlying problems linked to the idea of thinking and metacognition, many studies show that thinking can sometimes be meaningless. McGregor (2007, pg.7) states that “Thinking is not always purposeful; and constructive, working towards objectified goals”, thus, suggesting that although it is a vital aspect to the educational development of a child, thinking can sometimes be effortless, children’s thoughts may drift and not be thinking contentiously about the given task. Although ‘thinking about thinking’ in schools is embedded throughout the curriculum, children do not always ‘think’ before they speak, they just say what comes to their mind first. In addition to this, Robson (2006, pg.161) discloses that ‘teaching thinking’ has many barriers as it usually “Implies a narrow range of functions for those doing the teaching rather than focusing on what it might mean to learn to be a good thinker” proposing that although teachers may believe they are educating the children on ‘how to think’, in reality they are just telling the children what they should be thinking rather than developing their independent thinking skills, encouraging the children to voice their own opinions and ideas. 







My Learning Environment 
[image: ]

Figure 4. My Learning Ideal Environment.

It is essential to create a learning environment where the children will gain positive learning experiences, through a rich environment which will facilitate their learning through various resources. The learning environment which a child is taught in is essential to their learning experience, Hue and Li (2008: 5) states that “Effective learning and teaching can take place only if there is good order and a positive learning climate in the classroom”. This suggests that for the teaching to be of a high standard and the children to have the best learning experiences they can, the classroom management and set up is vital, ensuring that all aspects of learning are targeted and accessible for the children. This supported me when designing my ideal learning environment (ILE) as I took into account the needs of the children, relating back to previous experiences and observations on how they learn best. I also ensured that the classroom management was accessible for children of all needs and abilities ensuring that there was room around the classroom for children who may possibly require wheel chair access to move around the classroom with ease. Providing an inclusive learning environment for every child. 

My ILE is set out to ensure that all areas of learning are targeted throughout the curriculum and to ensure that Donaldson’s Successful Futures (2015) four purposes are embedded throughout the children’s learning experience. The four purposes outlined in Donaldson’s Successful Futures are to enable and encourage children to be:  
1. Ambitious, capable learners – ready to learn throughout their lives. 
2. Enterprising, creative contributors – ready to play a full part in life and work.
3. Healthy, confident individuals – ready to lead fulfilling lives as valued members of society.
4. Ethical, informed citizens – ready to be citizens of Wales and the world. 
Therefore, I have ensured that all areas of my classroom allow these four purposes to be explored and embedded through the children’s learning and play. 

The Welsh Government (2015) states that “It is vital that all settings and schools adopt and embed the Four Purposes in their every day practice” highlighting how important the four purposes are to the curriculum and the learning of every child. I have ensured that these four purposes would be embedded throughout the daily learning experiences based on the resources and learning areas I have included in my classroom. 

Outdoor learning is linked closely to education and will play a big part in my learning environment. Outdoor learning should be seen as a way of children learning through active play and real life experiences, White (2013, pg.36) states that “Giving children access to a range of outdoor experiences is clearly important” suggesting that learning outdoors is just as important as learning indoors and we should give children every opportunity possible to experience this. According to the Welsh Assembly Government (WAG) (2009, pg. 2) “The outdoors is the ideal environment for experiential learning, because it offers unique opportunities to be creative, to move around, to be noisy and to take risks” reinforcing the importance that children are creative learners, initiating their own learning through play, also reinforcing the importance of taking risks. It has become evident throughout my own experience that some children are afraid to take risks and are unaware of the impact they have on their learning, thus, it is important to encourage them to be free in their learning and for them to understand that taking risks will allow them to gain real life experiences and get them to become in touch with the World. Studies show that outdoor learning has become much more restricted in the past couple of years (White, 2013, pg. 36), therefore, I will ensure to take every opportunity to plan for outdoor learning experiences during my teaching time. The WAG Foundation Phase Outdoor Learning Handbook (2009, pg.2) states that “Being outdoors enhances all aspects of children’s development: social, physical, creative, cultural and personal” this has influenced my outdoor learning environment and the areas that I have included. The mud kitchen allows the children to become creative in their learning, creating their own activities through role play. The construction area will help to develop their fine and gross motor skills, also enabling them to create their own 3D models such as a house, building, rocket etc. The sand and water trays will include items based on the topic to enhance their learning through play.  The use of the forest school will facilitate risk taking and play. The campfire will also be used to reinforce the importance of safety when playing in the outdoors. 

One of the barriers to outdoor learning is the input from staff, it has been evident through previous placements that some teachers are reluctant to venture into the outdoor classroom and would prefer teaching indoors. This then limits the children’s access to first hand experiences of nature. A vital contribution to providing the children with positive outdoor learning experiences is the attitude from teachers, White (2013, pg. 36) states that “The attitude and behaviours of adults outdoors has a profound impact on what happens there and on children’s learning” suggesting that in order for children to have a positive learning experience, they require the support of adults who are engaged in the outdoors and are enthusiastic when it comes to planning and delivering an outdoor learning event.
 
The Digital Competence framework has recently been updated and is being imbedded throughout schools. The use of computers allows children to access the real world through the use of a variety of resources to gain knowledge and information on the world, therefore it will have a big role in my ideal learning environment. The Welsh Government (2018) states that “Digital Competence is one of the 3 cross-curricular responsibilities...it focuses on developing digital skills which can be applied to a wide range of subjects and scenarios” implying that providing children with information and the opportunity to develop their skills through the regular use of Information and Communication Technology (ICT) enables them to access a wide range of sources to aid them in gaining skills and knowledge in different subject areas. ICT is a great tool to use in the classroom and fortunately, these days, children are already equipped with the skills and knowledge to access and use such technology. 

Although the use of ICT plays an important role in the educational environment, there are many disadvantages which accompany it. One of the dangers of using the internet is the number of unknown websites children have access to, in order to ensure the children are using the internet safely, I will have the responsibility of putting parental locks on all computers to ensure that they can only access age appropriate websites. The children will also be monitored closely while using the computers to ensure they are using them correctly and are accessing relevant information based on the activity or task they have been given. Furthermore, a second barrier to the use of ICT is the lack of resources and equipment in classroom due to funding. As a consequence of this, I will ensure that my ILE is equipped with computers, laptops, iPads and cameras. This will enable the children to gain skills and knowledge through various sources of ICT, also enabling them to record any evidence of work through the medium of videos and photos. Children can also gain further skills and knowledge through a range of various apps to present their research and findings. 

As well as ICT and outdoor learning playing an important part in my ideal learning environment, I have also included a Sensory Room. I have included this room as I have always been passionate about the inclusion of children with Additional Learning Needs (ALN) and Special Educational Needs (SEN). The sensory room will be included various resources which will aid the children throughout their learning experience. The sensory room will provide a therapeutic environment for children with Autism and other Special Educational Needs, the sensory equipment included in the room will aid children in developing a range of physical skills and act as a calming space for pupils who are experiencing emotional or behavioural difficulties. According to Green Modular (2017) “Schools can be noisy, busy places...a sensory room is a quiet space dedicated to stimulating, developing and relaxing the senses” supporting my reasons for a sensory room, Green Modular (2017) shows that sensory rooms allow children the freedom to explore the environment for themselves in their own time. The room will include low lighting and adjustable lighting, fibre optics, mirrors and bubbles, allowing the children to learn through their senses. A study from Green Modular (2017) shows that 11.6% of the school population are children who require SEN support, while every school has the responsibility to support the diverse needs of these children, there is a lack of funding in many schools. Therefore, I will strive to provide my learning environment with a sensory room to ensure children with SEN have their own room where they have the freedom to learn through their senses at a comfortable pace for them. The figure below shows an example of a sensory room. 
[image:  ]








Figure 5. A sensory room examples. 

Although I have shown significant focus on three areas of my ideal learning environment, there are many other areas I have included for various reasons based on the curriculum and the areas of learning. My ILE will include a role play area which will be situated next to a ‘topic’ role play station. Play and active learning is a vital aspect to support the learning of children, Jameson and Kidd (1974) stated that “Play is as essential to the mortal existence of a young child as is food and shelter” suggesting that play is a vital tool to the learning experience of a child and should be encouraged through the environment. Studies suggest that children need to develop their minds, bodies and personalities. Play provides them with the opportunity to strengthen their body, challenge their mind, develop personalities and encourages them to become creative. The role play area will provide continuous provision for the children through the sense of role play. The free play role play area will also be accompanied by a role play station which will be based on the topic of the term. The four purposes from the Donaldson report (2015) states that children are “Ambitious, capable learners” where the role play area will enhance their creative skills enabling them to initiate their own learning through creative play. The figure below shows an example of the topic-based role play. 
[image: Travel Agency Role play]

Figure 6. Travel agent’s role play area. Available online at: 

In addition to this, I have also included a reading corner where the children can go to carry out free reading. This will encourage the children to choose their own books and begin to build on their reading skills. From previous experience, it is evident that even if children are unable to read independently, they will form a group in the reading corner and begin to retell a story of their choice. This encourages them to become confident individuals and builds on their story telling skills. I have also included a reading den in my reading area, this will be equipped with bean bags and comfy cushions where the children can go for a sense of independence and read individually in the comfort of the reading den. Encouraging them to read more frequently on their own. Furthermore, I have also included a tuft spot for mark-making. The tuft spot is an excellent learning tool for number and letter formation. Through the tuft spot, the children can build their fine and gross motor skills through practicing how to form their numbers and letters in various materials which can be added to the tuft spot. And effective material to use is shaving foam, the children can practice forming their letters using the shaving form and begin to build words together without the use of pen and paper. Learning doe not always have to take place at a writing desk. This prepares the children for when they come to forming sentence patterns in their work book, also working towards improving their literacy skills. 

Conclusion 
In conclusion, the learning event I witnessed evidenced how thinking and metacognition can be implemented throughout the classroom to promote positive, child-led learning. By allowing the children to think for themselves, they are able to be creative thinkers through the concept of deep, level learning. Although there are studies and theorists with a negative approach to the development of thinking and metacognition in schools, it is evident that the supporting theorists and strategies have a wide impact on the implementation of building and developing children’s skills and knowledge around this matter.

 The thinking activity I specifically observed encouraged the learners to look more closely at the objects in front of them before jumping to conclusions. It has become part of everyday learning where learners see an object and jump to the simplest conclusion without using the time to think about what they have in front of them. The learning event I observed was not just a group activity but involved the whole class. This enabled the children to build on their talking skills by speaking out loud and presenting their ideas to the whole class, encouraging them to become confident learners. 

In addition to this, the strategies implemented into the classroom to improve teaching and learning are a vital aspect to the education system. However, to allow these strategies to work effectively, the learning environment also needs to be taken into consideration as this can also have a large impact on the learning process and development of children. This is supported by Robson (2006, pg. 39) suggests that “Children’s thinking and understanding occurs in, and is conditioned by, the social and cultural context in which it takes place” reiterating the importance of an effective learning environment and the impact it has on the development of a child. Learning aspects such as outdoor learning, digital competence and an inclusive learning environment which may include a sensory room, all of which have a big impact on the learning. After taking all these aspects into consideration, constructing my own ideal learning environment and observing an important learning event, I have been able to gain experience, knowledge and skills which I can transfer into my own learning and gain a better understanding of good teaching practice which I can apply to my own teaching in the near future. 
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