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Describe a learning event which has happened during your recent school experience. Reflect on 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.

The observation discussed in this paper took place in a Year 4 class of a primary school in a busy town in South West Wales. The school is comprised of approximately 700 pupils and 100 teaching staff, making it one of the largest in the area. According to the November 2016 Estyn report, it is above the national average of children on the Free School Meals campaign, coming in at 33%, which reflects the social deprivation in the catchment area of the school. However, as this report isn’t current, the figures could have either increased or decreased slightly. The most recent Estyn report for the school explains that it is a pioneer for the new curriculum being introduced across Wales, focusing specifically on the Health and Well-Being strand, it works closely alongside the Welsh Government and other pioneer schools ‘to develop a national model of professional learning’ (2016). The school looks at ways it can promote health and well-being to staff, pupils and parents and is reflective with things that work well and those that don’t. It is also noted by Estyn that the school also receives additional funding because of this.  
The class I observed consisted of 32 children of all abilities, aged between eight and nine years old. Three of the children would spend their Literacy and Numeracy lessons with the school’s progress team in order to support their learning as they were working at a lower level compared to the rest of the class. During Numeracy, the rest of the class were split into four differentiated coloured groups; blue, green, orange and red, with blue group having the highest ability working at a year five skill level and red being the lowest. Groups green, orange and red all worked at a year four skill level. It was during the class’ Numeracy lesson that my observation took place and the two children involved in the observation were both in the red ability group. The school had also began to introduce the idea of Flipped Learning, but it was not used for this session. When discussed later in the paper, I will explain in further depth why this teaching method could have been useful for the class in this session.
Following the British Education Research Association (BERA)’s ethical guidelines for educational research, 4th edition:
“The confidential and anonymous treatment of participants’ data is considered the norm for the conduct of research. Researchers should recognise the entitlement of both institutions and individual participants to privacy and should accord them their rights to confidentiality and anonymity. This could involve employing ‘fictionalising’ approaches when reporting...” (BERA, 2018:21)
I will be referring to the children I observed as ‘Child A’ and ‘Child B’, and the class teacher as ‘Miss C’ throughout this paper. Although the class were aware that I was observing their lesson and would be with their class for the entirety of the day, I ensured that I was as unobtrusive as possible during their lessons to keep disruption to a minimum. I also made sure that the children/child I chose to talk about during this paper was unaware that I was observing them specifically to ensure that I witnessed a completely natural learning event. 
Any photographic evidence used within this essay has been taken and used with the permission of the school (Appendix A).
At the start of the school day, the children were asked to all sit together on the carpet and were given individual white boards to work on. Miss C produced four different mathematics questions on the interactive white board for the whole class to see, then asked the children to answer question ‘A’ giving them 30 seconds to come up with as many methods to find the answer that they could think of. Once the time was up they were given the opportunity to volunteer any methods and explain them to the rest of the class. They would then do the same thing for the last three questions. This activity aims to develop the mathematical understanding of the pupils, inspired by activities from Singapore Maths.
During this session, Miss C would use a lot of questioning to get the children to expand on their explanations and ensure the rest of the class understood the method too. This part of the Numeracy lesson was done as a whole class with mixed abilities working together.
As the class were working their way through the questions,  I noticed that a lot of the same children were volunteering to give their answer, they then arrived at question C ‘8+4+5=’ when a young boy who hadn’t spoken yet that day decided to offer his method. I found that this was quite an interesting, new method that none of the other children had suggested before. He took it upon himself to turn the numbers into something for visual in an attempt to aid his learning. He explained to the class that instead of writing the numbers, he drew dots to represent each amount, he then proceeded to work out his answer by counting the dots. I later found out that this was Child A, who I will be discussing later in the paper.
After approximately half an hour of this activity, the class were then divided into their ability groups and each was given a task to complete for the remainder of the lesson. The red group (which included Child A) was split into pair by the teacher and it was explained that they were going to play a game. The game consisted of  two players choosing two three-digit numbers off a worksheet and finding out if the numbers they chose added up to 1,000 (Appendix B). They were required to work on their own to think of a method, similarly to how they worked with the whole class, and then discuss with each other what method they used and that they both obtained the same answer. After watching two children playing this game for a short period of time, I realised I was again drawn to Child A’s method of numerical understanding as it wasn’t one of the traditional methods such as column addition. Although Child A’s methods were interesting to me, Child B seemed to take immediate charge of the game and my attention was drawn to her. 
Throughout the duration of the game, Child B would talk out loud and although Child A was trying to come up with his own methods, he was still looking towards Child A for reassurance that he was doing the calculations correctly. This reminded me of Vygotsky's Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) , with Child B becoming Child A’s ‘more knowledgeable other’ (MKO). I wondered if there was any reason for this occurrence as they were in the same ability group. 
Once I returned to class, I decided to ask Miss C for some information about Child A. She then informed me that Child A had English as an Additional Language (EAL) and had only joined the school in September of this year (2018). I was told that he came from a Romanian family, with Romanian being his first language and the language he spoke when at home and around his family. As he had not long started the school, he was still waiting for the correct support system to be supplied to him by the school, but as this comes from an outside organisation the process has been a lot slower than Miss C would like. She explained to me that she has already noticed a vast improvement in Child A’s numeracy and he is becoming more confident in answering questions in front of the class. She also informed me that although he is currently in the bottom ‘red’ set for maths, she will move him up a group once his confidence continues to develop. Unfortunately, as he doesn’t currently have the correct support network to suit his needs, he is not yet improving on his literacy and English language skills, so communicating can still be challenging for him. The teacher also noted that he will find comfort in looking around at his peers work to make sure he is doing it correctly, rather than asking the teacher directly. As there is a language barrier between the school and his home life, there have been many attendance issues with the child. This knowledge has made me reflect on my observation as well as realising why he was using such a different method of understanding the numeracy questions than everyone else; due to his language barrier, he adapted and translated the numbers that the rest of the children were using into an academic language that he could easily understand. 
A 2017 report from The Bell Foundation shows that there are currently over 1.5 million learning with EAL in mainstream schools in the United Kingdom, with just over 26,000 of these pupils attending a primary school in Wales. It is also noted that when a child with EAL starts a new class, it is important to remember that the learner could be at any stage of developing their English language and they should be assessed and given the correct support as soon as possible. 
A common mistake when integrating a child with EAL into a mainstream classroom is to set them into a low ability group solely based on their limited English skills. A way that this was overcome in the school that the observation took place in was the practice of Flipped Learning. Taken from the Flipped Leaning Network (FLN) documentation, the process of Flipped Learning is “a pedagogical approach in which direct instruction moves from the group learning space to the individual learning space, and the resulting group space is transformed into a dynamic, interactive learning environment where the educator guides students as they apply concepts and engage creatively in the subject matter” (2014). 
The children in the class were given the task of watching a video or accessing a website at home, either independently or with guidance, where they were then to discover what they will be learning in the following week with their class teacher. The children then had the opportunity to do further research into the topic, if they wish, before the new school week starts. Once they return to class, they are given the choice of three different levels of challenging activities (gold, silver, bronze) where they further learn about the topic. The children are given the freedom to choose the level of work that they feel comfortable working at. Doing this activity with EAL students can help to prevent any misconceptions regarding their ability based on their fluency of the English language. Graf (2011) explains in the book ‘Including and Supporting Learners of English as an Additional Language’ that more able and talented (MAT) pupils with EAL also need to be recognised and must not be held back from learning by being grouped with less able pupils in the classroom (10) and vice versa. The DfES’s SEN Code of Practice (2001) also states that a child must not be regarded as having a learning difficulty solely because the language of the home is different from the language in which he/she will be taught. The Flipped Learning approach ensures that this does not happen and is also an effective way of allowing the EAL learner to support themselves before specialist support teachers can be provided by the school. These special support teachers give specialist advice and support to schools and to pupils and help assess the needs of EAL pupils and providing training and resources for classroom teachers.  This would have been useful in the numeracy lesson involving partners as Child A would have had the opportunity to decide if he felt he could work at a higher challenge level rather than it being decided by the teacher.
From observing the class, it seemed as though Miss C had adopted a Constructivist approach to her teaching. Constructivism was developed by Piaget in the early 20th-century as a result of his observation of his own children’s cognitive development. He noted that children are ‘lone scientists’ and seek to independently make meaning and sense of the world around them. To learn, children will use the environment around them and go through an internal process of knowledge and understanding, rather than learning with the use external resources. Pritchard (2009) explains “Constructivists view learning as the result of mental construction.  Learning takes place when new information is built into and added onto an individual's current structure of knowledge, understanding and skills”.  This theory of learning is particularly useful for a EAL child as it prompts them to build on their current knowledge rather than to dismiss everything they have learnt in their home language. The Bullock Report (1975) and Bourne (1989) support this by saying that no child should be expected to cast off the language and culture of the home as he crosses the school threshold, and the curriculum should reflect those aspects of his life (5).
Using Singapore Maths at the beginning of the lesson allowed Miss C to develop questioning and answering skills with her class, as well as providing them with a continuum of learning as proposed by the constructivist approach to learning. Graf (2011) discusses questioning and states that it is an essential part of teaching and learning, for both teachers and for pupils, and is the stimulus for most of the talk in classrooms. Good questioning skills are essential to promote good thinking and therefore good learning (54). When questioning her class along the framework of Singapore Maths it gave the children an equal and inclusive opportunity to work out and answer maths questions using their own methods. This method is particularly useful when there is a child with EAL in the classroom which was evident to me when Child A gave his suggested method that was mentioned previously. Questioning provides a language-rich environment which has proven to have positive results in aiding children with EAL as well as all other pupils in the classroom. Creating a language-rich environment to support EAL learners is discussed by Dotsch, J. in her article Creating a Language-Rich Environment (2013) where she pin points factors such as simplifying speech and adding gestures, using consistent words and key phrases, and matching the tone of language with the way the EAL learner speaks. All of these methods were evident in the way Miss C spoke with Child A and the rest of her class. 
When the children were asked to complete the task set by the teacher, it was proposed that they would be playing a game. In my opinion, presenting the maths through the medium of play enabled the children to access the learning enthusiastically in a safe environment where there was no pressure to attain. This form of play was slightly different from free play that can be found in a Foundation Phase classroom, where the children decide what they want to do, as the specific task was set by the teacher and the children were given the freedom to decide how to complete it. By allowing this freedom, Miss C was able to give Child A the opportunity to interact with his peers and develop his social skills. Graf (2011) explains that peer support is important to all new pupils entering a school and even more so to pupils with EAL as it provides an emotional as well as cognitive scaffolding (93:94). This means that by interacting with his peers, Child A is given the opportunity to improve both his social and academic oracy skills and as a result of this, will have more confidence when completing fully independent tasks in all areas of learning. This peer support was provided through the constructed game set by the class teacher, which allowed Child A to develop his language with a visual resource and prompts given by his selected partner. This form of play introduces Child A to his Zone of Proximal Development.
The Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) was described by its creator, Lev Vygotsky, as “the distance between the actual developmental level as determined by independent problem solving and the level of potential development as determined through problem-solving under adult guidance, or in collaboration with more capable peers” (1978: 86). Broken down into 3 sections, as can be seen in Appendix C, the ZPD makes a child think about what they can do, what they can’t do, and what they can do with the help. In this theory, the ‘help’ is known as a More Knowledgeable Other (MKO). Vygotsky believed that when a student in the ZPD for a task, the teacher should ensure they are providing a partner that will be the most effective MKO, providing them with appropriate assistance that will give the pupil enough support to complete the task. When working as a group or in pairs it is noted that collaboration is often not present and some pupils will do the work while the others look on. As mentioned by  Sparks, S. (2017) “group tasks can deteriorate into awkward silences, arguments—or frustration for the one child who ends up doing everyone else's work”. This is what appeared to be happening when Child A and Child B first began their interaction. However, due to Child A having EAL and a lack of confidence in his ability to work it later became clear that Miss C chose Child B as the MKO, giving support to Child A in completing the task set by the teacher. 
Overall, despite Child A not yet having the specialist support system provided by the school, Miss C has put teaching theories and practices into motion that will help encourage and develop the child’s English language and social skills. Which, as a result, appears to be increasing his confidence in his language and learning. 
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Reflecting on the classroom observation and taking into account other learning theories. I have created my own Ideal Learning Environment (ILE). I have decided to design a Foundation Phase classroom that focuses heavily on independent work and child led play activities. 
Similarly to the class teacher that I observed, I would approach teaching using Piaget’s Constructivists method of teaching by encouraging my pupils to be ‘lone scientists’ and to seek meaning and understanding from their environment and previous knowledge, only giving them guidance as and when it is necessary. However, I would also incorporate some elements of the other two ‘main’ learning theories, behaviourism and social constructivism, finding a balance between all three. When introducing behaviourism into my ILE, I will look at positive and negative reinforcement showing children that there is an association made between behaviour and the consequences of their behaviour. This method is also known as ‘Operant Conditioning’ by B.F. Skinner. I believe that it is important for children to live in the knowledge that positive behaviour will give them positive consequences and that negative behaviour will result in a loss of privileges. I also believe that this method will help the children in their understanding of respect for not only authority, but their peers and themselves also. When introducing Vygotsky’s theory of Social Constructivism, I will encourage children to think about when they are in their own Zone of Proximal Development, so they can assess when they need to seek help from someone with more knowledge than them. I believe that the balance between all three learning theories is the ideal way to promote both independent and guided learning that children need to develop in the Foundation Phase. 
In my ILE, I have set out many continuous and enhanced provisions where children are given free choice of where they would like to go. In all of these areas, the children are given the opportunity to develop their basic skills of Literacy and Numeracy as well as giving them the resources to expand their knowledge if they wish to do so. Furthermore, I will ensure that there are only a few tables and chairs to discourage the idea that children have to be sat in individual seats at a desk to do work. There will be some provided for children who prefer to work in that setting, but in order to give the children the confidence to become independent learners this will remain an option for the children. 
To begin, my ILE has a large reading corner. In this area, there will be shelves heavily stocked with books that range in ability levels. All children will have the choice of spending time here, reading different levels of books and discovering which one they find the right challenge for them. I will also provide a multilingual selection of books covering the English and Welsh language as well as any other first or second languages for any children with EAL or bi/multilingualism. In guidance with the Department of Education and Science (1975) it is important that children have their bilingualism recognised as a positive part of their development and they need opportunities to use their first language to support their learning and development of English. If these opportunities are not provided, the children could feel a sense of exclusion from the rest of the pupils in the class. I will find out which languages I should have available based on discussions with children and their parents. These multilingual and bilingual elements will run through all other provisions inside and outside of the learning environment. This reading corner will also have a large selection of comfortable seating where children can relax with their book or even to take some quiet time reflecting on their work. 
Moving on from this, I will also have a Numeracy area where children can expand on their current numeracy development. In this area, children will be provided with resources that they can use to measure distance and weight, look at using time in real world situations, using the four operations through multiple experiences, increase their knowledge of currency as well as anything else that they have looked at in previous maths lessons. The numeracy section will also be set up in a way that encourages the children not to be afraid to ask for help from other peers, teaching assistance and the teacher by ensuring someone is on hand when needed. 
My ILE will also have a role play area. This area will be a mix of both enhanced and continuous provision, giving a child the freedom to express themselves and develop their knowledge through role playing real life situations. To enhance this provision, I will provide costumes relevant to the topic we are learning as a class, for example, if we are looking at the story of Cinderella, I will provide the children the outfits needed to dress up as the characters from that story. I will also provide the children with information about the characters that they are role playing as in both the enhanced and continuous elements of the provision to give them some further knowledge. Writing resources will also be available to encourage children to write or draw about what they have done in the role play area, such as writing a script before role playing or drawing their most memorable moment. This area will be entirely child led and there will be no time restrictions on this area when possible, to allow the play to result in a natural finish where the children’s imaginative flow ends through choice, rather than being told to stop by the teacher. 
There will also be a sensory and immersive aspect to my ILE. In this section, I will provide sensory equipment that has proven to have positive effects on children with Additional Learning Needs (ALN), particularly those with autism. This sensory experience will be a relaxing and quiet one that children can sit and relax in, while reflecting on work or simply providing them with time to sit back and look after their own health and well-being. The children will be able to bring books over from the reading area if they would like to do so for quiet reading, or complete individual activities they had started with the class teacher. The immersive element to this area of the learning environment will give the teacher further enhance the children’s learning. By using projection, the room can be transformed into anywhere in the world and the children will be able to experience events and places they may not get a chance to in real life, especially those from a more deprived area, providing an excellent springboard into a new topic or learning experience. 
To promote the development of writing, I will have a mark making area where children can experience and practice putting pen to paper. However, instead of only pens and paper, there will be a number of resources children can play and experiment with. I will provide them with sand, shaving foam, sticks, paint, paintbrushes and more to encourage them to discover and research the best tools for them to use and the different results that each object gives. By using resources other than pen and paper, it gives the children freedom to make mistakes as it is not permanent; when using sand or shaving foam, any marks made can be erased and started again without the children having fear of failure. 
To develop the children’s digital competency, the learning environment will have a section stocked with the most up to date computers, laptops and tablets. In this area the children will have access to online resources that can help them to develop all aspects of their learning through interactive websites and research facilities. To guide their digital knowledge, they will be provided with challenges they need to complete with the guidance of a worksheet, for example, setting up a shop system on Excel Spreadsheet or writing up a piece of work on a Word Document. 
An Ideal Learning Environment for the Foundation Phase wouldn’t be complete without Outdoor Learning provisions. When choosing to play outdoors, the pupils will have many activities that they can interact with. Similarly to the one indoors, there will be an mark making area where the pupils can use natural resources such as twigs, mud and stones to help them with word and letter formations. I will provide them with a mud kitchen, where they will be encouraged to make up recipes using the objects that they can find in nature. This will also encourage them to bring their role playing activities outside where relevant. 
Being outdoors will also encourage children to be more active, to ensure they are able to do this effectively, I will set up trim trails that the children can play on. These trails require the children to use physical movement and problem solving skills to get from one side of the trail to the other. This can be done either in groups, pairs or independently, depending on how they children wish to do it.  The outdoor learning environment can also encourage children to discover where a lot of their food comes from. By providing vegetable patches and herb gardens, along with a chicken coop or even a pig sty, the children can find out how to grow their own food through trail and error, as well as learning about responsibility. The outdoors can also decrease a child’s screen time and make them inquire about the wilderness and life before them e.g. how did humans survive before electricity? What did children in Victorian times used to do to entertain themselves? How many minibeasts can be found in our school playground? All of these questions and more can be proposed by the teacher, guiding children to enhanced provisions in the outdoor learning area where they can find out the answer through their own research. 
Overall, my Ideal Learning Environment will cover a wide variety of free choice learning for the children. In every provision, the children will have a choice to work independently, with a partner or as part of a larger group. They will be given support wherever and whenever necessary. Through these provisions, the children will be encouraged to become confident and healthy individuals who are able to express themselves freely and guide themselves towards the answers they want. By mixing the three types of learning styles into my learning environment, children will know how to act in different situations and shouldn’t be afraid of making mistakes along the way. The ideal environment is also inclusive to every pupil, including those with EAL and ALN, providing them with extra support if necessary.
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Appendix C: Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development
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