An investigation into changing the Learning Environment  
Introduction 
I am conducting research with the purpose to investigate the impact and implications of practitioners changing the learning environment for learners. Investigating the purpose and benefit along with any barriers practitioners faced during the process. How any barriers were overcome and the overall impact on the setting, the practitioners, and the learners. To better understand the importance of creating effective learning environments with the objective of gaining practitioners perspectives. The learning environment plays a vital role in effective learning, research can provide useful insight on how to effectively make positive changes and overcome barriers. Research shows practitioners can be sceptical of change when they are not aware of reform-based changes. This research will provide recommendations for other settings wishing to make changes to their learning environment and sharing best practice.  Small-scale Action Research helps me gather information I need, done through interviews with practitioners who have recently changed their Learning Environments. Asking them to reflect over the last year and the changes they made to the learning Environment. 
Research Questions
· What has the change been to the learning environment and why was it needed?
· How has changing the Learning Environment impacted the setting, practitioners, and Learners?
· What are the barriers that were faced and how were they overcome?
· What was the most valuable learning opportunity during the process?
Methodology 
Action Research ‘is a systematic enquiry that teachers undertake as researchers of their own practice’. Additionally, Action Research’s underlying values include practitioners being reflective practitioners who produce theories of practice and hold themselves accountable for how they influence learning in education, action research influences future practices (University of Bristol, no date; McNiff, 2013). Action research is commonly used by practitioners in education with the view of improving pedagogy and practice in addition to evaluation and reflective practice (Clark et.al. 2020). Therefore, Action Research methodology is appropriate for conducting research in your own field of practice, investigating phenomena’s, testing out theories to develop learning experiences and informing future practice. However, Bell and Waters (2018) state practitioners as researchers can find challenges in their research regarding their own views and practices influencing the data. Being aware of these challenges and declaring this can eliminate complications to research. 
Action Research allows me to investigate as a practitioner, to better understand a phenomenon such as how changing the environment has been for practitioners in education, why the environment was changed and if they faced any barriers. Action research allows me to investigate practitioners’ personal experiences, what they learned from the experience, how barriers were overcome. The data gathered will inform a relevant set of recommendations for best practice for similar settings to consider, with the aim to inform future practice and to support the development of effective learning environments (Bell and Waters, 2018). 
I aim to interview 4/6 practitioners, four questions (Interview type – qualitative data) to allow a deeper understanding of practitioner’s perspectives on the process of changing their learning environments, allowing them to discuss their experiences, to reflect on the process, the impact on themselves, the learners, and the setting as well as any barriers that were faced and overcome, Additionally, qualitative data gains in-depth insights, understanding of concepts, opinions and experiences. (Winwood, 2019; Bhandari, 2022). The qualitative method (obtaining non-numerical data) focusing on a specific phenomenon brings together action and reflection and theory and practice (Bradbury 2015). Suggesting better understanding can support the development of recommendations for practitioners to share professional knowledge and best practice in similar settings wishing to develop effective learning environments.
Participants will have a brief and consent form provided, including participants rights to withdraw (see appendices). Any quotes or final data will be member checked in accordance with UWTSD ethics form prior to completion.  
Literature Review 
Importance of the Learning Environment
‘A teacher must establish a safe and stimulating environment for pupils, rooted in mutual respect’. (Department of Education p.10, 2021).
A learning environment is essentially a physical place or space where people can learn and develop skills. In this environment they can share knowledge and interact with other learners, in a safe, engaging and conducive space (Williams and Clint, 2023). Although the physical space is important one could argue the emotional environment is an equally important consideration when developing learning environments. Positive emotions within a learning environment can positively enhance learning. However, stress within a learning environment can negatively impact on the learning process.  (Córdova et.al. 2023; Sobel, 2023). Suggesting creating a’ safe space’ learning environment fosters positive emotions and supports wellbeing for all learners. This is evident in Professional Standards – ‘to promote and support positive learner behaviour, attitudes and wellbeing’, and ‘programmes that are safe and inclusive’ (The Education & Training Foundation, 2022). 
Practitioners’ skills and values create the culture of learning environments and can impact the effectiveness of learning. According to Appleyard and Appleyard (2014) professional practitioners use professional standard frameworks as guidance to support learning environments. However, practitioners are responsible for their own professionalism, need to be reflective on how their values, beliefs and emotions inform their practice and how they respond in a range of teaching situations. Raising the importance of professional self-awareness and wellbeing within the learning environment and their impact on the learners. Practitioners’ wellbeing can have an impact on the overall learning environment and learning environments created by practitioners are not solely the physical space but extend to the holistic culture created by professionals and learners collaboratively.  
Additionally, Sammons et.al (2016) shows positive relationships and a positive and supportive climate produced high quality learning experiences, and high levels of engagement and motivation.  Professional Standards reiterate the importance of developing collaborative and respectful relationships with learners (The Education & Training Foundation, 2022). Putting emphasis on developing positive relationships and creating a positive and supportive environment to foster effective learning with high levels of engagement and motivation. 
Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs can support practitioners as a tool. Maslow (No date) suggests a range of needs need to be met for learners to reach their full potential, needs that motivate learners towards self-actualisation. However, in a 2015 study criticised Maslow’s theory saying some people do not always pursue needs in order, individuals may place more value on self-esteem needs rather than love and higher up needs may have more priority. Self-actualisation may also mean very different things from one person to another (Henwood et.al.). Suggesting Maslow’s theory may not always mean a linear progression to self-actualisation and valuing individual learners needs, goals and reasons for their motivation is important (Llego, 2022). Considering learners have varied and diverse needs supporting learners discover their potential whether that be linear or not will be vital to developing an effective learning environment. In considering of this establishing learning environments that encourage all learners to reach their full potential
Effective Learning Environments
Research by Rusticus, Pashootan and Mah in 2023 show what learners and practitioners consider a hinderance to effective learning environments. Firstly, a lack of supporting materials or opportunities for learners to actively participate within their lessons, this resulted in poor engagement and a less effective environment. Secondly, relationships (lack thereof) with practitioners, some would ‘shut down’ questions and learner interactions, others created a negative atmosphere which resulted in poor engagement. Thirdly, the social aspect of learning lacked opportunities for group work and peer learning, this impacted on opportunities for peer learning and social learning opportunities. Fourthly, the size of the classroom and the lack of a sense of belonging and connection, resulting in learners ‘tuning out’ and losing trust in the learning environment. These impact negatively and are not conducive to an effective learning environment. 
The research highlighted areas to consider when creating an effective learning environment; the importance of learner’s active participation, engagement, relationships and connection with practitioners’ and peers to creating an inclusive and positive culture with a sense of belonging (Maslow) for learners to feel valued, engaged and ready to learn. It is important to remember practitioners have an impact on how effective a learning environment is, learning environments can positively and negatively impact on learners. Practitioners need to consider how they can promote community, ensure learners are valued, respected and connected. For many learners lives outside of the learning environment can be unpredictable or unstable. It is important to create an effective learning environment to provide assurance and certainty for learning to happen (Hawthorne, 2022). Learning involves complex processes such as cognitive, psychological and biological, these are influenced by internal and external factors an individual’s accumulation of knowledge and experiences that can impact on learning (Trask et.al., 2023). Bronfenbrenner’s theory can be useful when supporting learners’ wellbeing, providing positive influences, and fostering positive interactions influences development and learning (Zhou and Brown, 2015; Main, 2023). Further suggesting effective learning environments are created when the learners needs, knowledge and experiences are considered and the learner is put at the centre of all learning. Therefore, consideration of a learner’s wider needs and possible impacts to learning is important when considering a holistic person-centred approach to teaching. 
“Person-centred Approach focuses on health and not on illness, on capacities rather than on limitations; empowers and promotes learning, well-being and resilience by facilitating the development of the potentialities of individuals, groups and organizations.” (Zucconi, p.5 2016).
Changes to Learning Environments
Changes to the learning environment can triggered by several reasons. A common catalyst for change is in fact technology, education and training. We are in the Fourth Industrial Revolution where teaching strategies need to evolve to include technology to teach future generations and in accordance with the Well-being of Future Generations Act (2015). The Act aims to improve social, cultural, environmental and economic well-being making Wales a more prosperous and innovative society (Welsh Government, 2021). A recent review (Welsh Government, 2019) found a shift in focus is needed from tests and exams to emphasise knowledge, learning and skills in reaction to the development of digital technologies, calling on practitioners to evolve their teaching and resources to focus on diversity and are person or learner-centred to provide greater academic value and benefit (Future Generations. Commissioner for Wales 2024). Links can be made to Blooms Taxonomy framework to develop higher-order thinking skills, learners must be able to apply knowledge in different contexts, to achieve these they must be taught in innovative learning environments with rich teaching experiences and teaching strategies that are supported by technology (Armstrong, 2012). For that reason, changes to the environment can include the need to evolve and adapt teaching to fit the emergent needs of the Fourth Industrial Revolution. Indicating a need for practitioners to develop their knowledge and skills, ensuring their learning environments remain relevant and current.
Practitioners have a responsibility to ensure their own learning is in keeping with current standards, this can be done through continuous professional development (CPD). CPD can assist practitioners in developing new skills, gain insights and stay relevant and current with latest trends and developments within education (CPD Group, 2023), enhancing practitioners understanding, knowledge, skills and expertise and is important in every area of education. Further training is essential to keep developing as a practitioner to improve student outcomes by making positive changes that are conducive to the effective learning environment, they can develop new teaching strategies and create better teaching experiences (Juniper education, 2022). Jones (2020) discusses the importance of subject knowledge and subject experiences, discussing the importance of knowing our subject well, keeping up to date with practice and the impact these have on learning environments. Arguing that in addition to subject knowledge practitioners need to develop themselves professionally with time and practice. This can be seen as the ‘reflective practitioner’, where practitioners reflect upon their teaching practices, their teaching methods and search for ways to improve practice ensuring they are creative effective learning environments (Twinkl, No date). A critically reflective practitioner can develop professional values and principles taking responsibility and authority over the learning process. Giving practitioners a clearer perception of how we build our learning environments, enable development and change (Bolton and Delderfield, 2018). Critical reflective practice can lead to significant changes in professional practice which can improve the learning environment, teaching and learning experiences. 
Summary 
The evidence presented shows learners and practitioners require specific needs and standards be met to create effective learning environments. Building safe and inclusive learning environments whist considering wider needs and factors that impact on wellbeing for both learners and practitioners. The culture created in learning environments can impact wellbeing and learning experiences for learners and practitioners. CPD and critical reflection can drive positive changes and develop the effectiveness of the learning environment. Education is ever changing and developing, practitioners also need to be developing to enable learners to thrive and reach their full potential. Keeping up to date with emerging trends, and teaching strategies can also influence engagement and motivation that fosters effective learning in effective learning environments.
Primary Data 
Research was conducted in two settings, setting 1 and setting 2. Each setting two practitioners were interviewd. Ideally, I would have liked 2 more practitioners involved in the interviews, one from each setting to provide 6 sets of data to analyse. However, both settings have been impacted by staff shortages and were limited to how many members of staff they could release, due to time restraints I continued with 4.
Data has been informative and highlighted several key themes. I will analyse each question individually from both settings.
· Q1 - 	What has the change been to the learning environment and why was it needed?
Surprisingly, settings are still seeing the impact of covid-19 on learner’s ability to self-regulate and maintain their emotions, negatively impacting on learning (setting 1). Not surprised about the impact on learning rather the after affects of Covid-19 still influencing the lives of learners. Covid-19 research highlighted the decline of quality learning, wellbeing and mental health during the pandemic in education. Particularly impacted was the element of social learning, independent learning and motivation to learn as well as a reluctance to return to learning, resulting in learning loss and lower general achievement (Welsh Government, 2020). In addition to low achievement, mental health and wellbeing of learners was impacted. Poor mental health climbed from 11.7% to 28.1% almost tripling and the wellbeing gap increased from 9.9% to 14.1% as reported worsening wellbeing, (Wales Fiscal Analysis, 2021). At that time there was no way of knowing what the future impact was for learners.
Setting 1 stated Covid-19 highlighted increasing cases of ALN and Sensory Processing challenges, presenting as social and emotional behaviours become more evident and negatively impacted learners. They are still seeing the impact on learners in 2024 and has since influenced the need to changing the learning environment. Furthermore, services and provision across Wales are stretched and having an impact on learners getting the right help and support for Education, Mental Health and Wellbeing. The impact of covid-19 was not something I had considered as a reason for changing the learning environment. However, I undersatnd how covid-19 and a lack of services have impacted on learners’ wellbeing, thus impacting on their ability to learn effectively and become healthy and confident individuals (WG, 2022). 
Setting 2 felt the ‘’change was necessary’’ to create a learning environment that adapted to meet the needs of individuals, focusing on the whole learner to enable the practitioners to maximise learning opportunities holistically with the learners feeling calm, enabling them to learn effectively. Reasoning for the changes in both settings are in line with new curriculum, with a focus on building learners mental and emotional wellbeing, learning to manage their wellbeing, building resilience and respond positively to challenges (WG,2022). Practitioners’ interviews highlighted these have been significantly impacted and change was needed to support learners develop these skills to enable quality learning opportunities. 
Another driver for change was Training, setting 2- the Lead went on training and was expected to cascade the information down to the team. Setting 1 - attended a Flagship setting to observe the learning environment, where professional discussions were held, professional knowledge and best practice shared and was cascaded to the team. However, setting 2 was able to send additional practitioners on the training, as they felt it was valuable training for all staff, stressing the importance for staff awareness and involvement meant they would face less resistance to change. 
‘’People don’t necessarily like change, people need to buy in and ensure all staff have the same understanding’’.
This sentiment was reiterated by another interviewee in the same setting, 
‘’ Change, people fear change’’,
Practitioners are often tired, exhausted and doing their best and then management come in and cascade training that influences changes and it can feel like added pressure on the team. 
Similarly setting 1stated - 
‘’We need to scoop up the staff and take them with you’’.
As expected, emphasis, value and importance of staff having opportunities to access training, visit settings, have professional discussions and share best practice is essential for effective practice.
· Q2 - How has changing the Learning Environment impacted the setting, practitioners, and Learners?
Setting 1 had external visits from who they referred to as ‘’critical friends’ who gave positive feedback on the learning environment particularly the feeling of calmness whilst being in the learning environment and more focused on tasks. Staff within the setting welcomed the change, were encouraging and enthusiastic driven to create more effective learning environments and used their own time to reflect, research and make changes. Learners’ calmness and readiness to learn is the most positive feedback. Overall, the general wellbeing of the setting, practitioners and learners has improved. Resources were relevant and current, teaching strategies developed from shared best practice. 
Similarly, setting 2 stated less distractions and overstimulation, communication is appropriate and relevant, resources are authentic and purposeful. 
‘’Questioning and assessing learning has become more purposeful’’.
‘’Practitioner and learner interactions have resulted in quality engagement where learning has been supported and not interrupted’’.
The setting is calm and quiet, with authentic real-world experiences and learning taking place, impacting positively on the general wellbeing of the learners. Furthermore, during staff supervisions they reported having a ‘’sense of calm’’, impacting positively on their wellbeing. However, contrary to setting 1, setting 2 did have a negative response from external visitors during the process, where they questioned the changes and were almost critical in their response to change. Highlighting the importance of a whole setting approach to be able to manage challenges from external visitors. A guide or handbook could be useful. 
 Setting 1 –
‘’Need to scoop up the staff and take them with you’’, ‘’Whole setting approach’’.
Setting 2 –
‘’Any change needs to be managed effectively’’, ‘’process happens over time and all staff need to be committed to gradual change’’.
· Q3 - What are the barriers that were faced and how were they overcome?
Both settings discussed the challenges of releasing staff to attend training, this was also a challenge when asking the practitioners to participate in the Action Research and is a barrier for practitioners. They also stated the importance of all practitioners benefiting from training to enable the effective management of changes in the learning environment. In addition, budgets for training and general finances were raised as barriers, change often requires new resources. Both settings reached out their communities for support and resources, one setting had a high response the other did not. Budget cuts have increased across the education sector and settings and practitioners are feeling the impact. 
Setting 2 – 
‘’Money is a factor – change hasn’t happened overnight’’.
Education is still recovering from covid-19 and further cuts will impact future learners. Meaning settings are faced with making difficult decisions, cuts will impact education in the economic future and recovery from the pandemic (Colleges Wales, no date). Furthermore, reductions in staff contracts and reducing staff numbers will further exacerbate the ability to release staff for training purposes and resources available. Impacting practitioners’ ability to attend training. 
Local Authority settings have high standards regarding Health & Safety and Risk Assessments (RA), these have been identified as additional challenges. Settings 1& 2 needed new RA’s done and signed off. Both settings stressed the importance of RAs for the Health, Safety and Welfare of the setting, practitioners, and learners, they have a responsibility to ensure these are followed and is a legal requirement (WG, 2010). Further impacting budget and time constraints.
· Q4 - What was the most valuable learning opportunity during the process?
Setting 2 stressed the importance of more staff attending training to ensure the same understanding, this is evident from the research in the literature review and from the research I have conducted. The value of visiting Flagship settings and setting 1 now becoming a Flagship setting themselves. The professional discussions and sharing of best practice were valuable for practitioners to learn and develop from others, adopting what was relevant and purposeful to developing their environments but also sharing best practice with others. 
They emphasized the importance of research and training. Believing research is vital in showing practitioners what is important for learners.
 ‘’Any change or research that tells us the importance of said changes enable holistic change for the learners as it directly impacts their leaning in an environment where learners thrive’’.
Resulting in learners being at the heart of change, what impacts on their learning and how the learning environment supports the learner. 
‘It comes down to knowing the induvial learners. enhancing the environment to develop the learning’’.
This is evident in the literature review where person-centred planning and the importance of practitioner and learner interactions create positive and effective learning environments. 
Conclusion 
Similarities can be seen in the initial research and the research I conducted. Mainly the importance of learner wellbeing. Creating and fostering a positive culture within the learning environment not only for learners but practitioners also. My research supported the prior evidence and further supports the importance of creating positive learning environments that support the holistic wellbeing of learners. 4 out 4 interviewees mentioned learner wellbeing had improved because of the changes to the learning environment, they also stated this impacted positively on the quality of interactions and engagement of the learners. 
‘’Practitioner and learner interactions has resulted in quality engagement where learning has been supported and not interrupted’’.
The changes have been driven by and influenced practitioners to share best practices, keep up to date with research and training. Putting further emphasis on the importance of practitioner knowledge, understanding and training being influential in developing and sustaining effective learning environments. My research highlighted the importance of training, CPD and how it is cascaded to the team. It also stressed that change is managed effectively and as a whole setting approach. This can eliminate potential barriers and scepticism regarding change. 
‘’Need to scoop up the staff and take them with you’’.
I was impressed by how the settings had approached the change and expected to see some scepticism, resistance or challenge from practitioners. However, due to the effective and careful management of the process this did not become a barrier for change. Another influential factor was additional practitioners attending training, supporting the ‘buy in’ and ‘whole setting approach’.
What was surprising was the ongoing impact of covid-19, I had highlighted possible barriers to effective learning environments being the wider needs and influences that can impact on learner engagement. However, I had not considered the ongoing impact of covid-19. Evidently covid-19 is still impacting on leaners. Settings stated a whole learner approach was a driver for change and in reaction to research evidence and training changes were made. Highlighting the importance of keeping up to date with ongoing research, evidence, case studies, professional knowledge and training to ensure practice is reactive to emerging needs of learners, ensuring learning environments are effective and the learner is at the centre of all learning. 
‘’Putting a focus on the whole learner and for the environment to enable learning’’.
Recommendations 
1. Training and CPD to be made available to all practitioners to ensure a whole setting approach and common understanding on the rationale. This can be cascaded in house, share information and PowerPoints to enable sustained shared thinking.
2. Visits to settings to have professional discussions, sharing professional knowledge and best practices. Some can be online or in sharing resources.
3. Importance on wellbeing of practitioners and learners when considering change, ensure change is managed appropriately to reduce barriers to change. Where possible reach out to wider community to share resources.
4. Develop a guide that can be shared between professionals and setting containing research, rational, best practice and effective management strategies. Reducing external negative responses and offers supports to setting wishing to develop their learning environment. 
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