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Introduction
How do children learn? Many educators have contributed to this discussion which has culminated in a vast literature that spans many schools of thought, through cognitive, social and physical development. Much of this theory and debate has been utilized to inform current practice and planning in primary schools today. (MacBlain, 2014, p.4) Whilst on teaching practice I had the opportunity to observe certain aspects of different theories being used in sessions to help develop children’s learning. This essay will focus on a learning event that took place in a foundation phase year one class of twenty four pupils in a community school in a semi-rural county in South West Wales. In accordance with the BERA ethical guidelines for educational research, the school, its pupils and staff will remain anonymous throughout this assignment. (BERA, 2018). The learning session that I observed incorporated aspects of cognitive learning theory and demonstrated how effective scaffolding could support children to become more independent. This learning event created a simple yet effective environment that helped to further the children’s understanding of the topic they were exploring. The aim of this essay is to explore these theories in more detail and demonstrate how they can be incorporated and developed when designing my own ideal learning environment. Ultimately, I believe it is not simply the theories of learning alone that help to develop children’s understanding but is instead a culmination of effective resources, appropriate teaching and adult supervision and the planning and use of the learning environment that all contribute to the positive development of every individual within the classroom. 
Observation
The learning event that I observed was a maths lesson about shapes, which used the process of ‘flip learning.’ This learning activity is defined by the Flip Learning Network (FLN) as ‘’school work at home and home work at school.’’ (Flipped learning Network, 2014) This method of learning usually involves the children watching a video, reading a piece of text or completing a task about a certain topic at home. They then bring what they have learnt from that activity to class to then expand on that knowledge and explore the topic further. This differs from the conventional teaching style that typically involves the teacher transmitting knowledge to the submissive pupil. (Brandes and Ginnis, 1996, p.2) Flip learning is a significant step away from this as it allows children to be less passive and offers an opportunity to have some ownership of their own learning.  
The teacher explained how this activity had been carried out. The children were given a video about shapes to watch at home over the weekend. Their parents were encouraged to watch the video with their child. This was a useful idea as research shows that parental involvement in their child’s education can have an enormous benefit on their overall learning outcome. (Hill and Taylor, 2004, p. 161) Back in school on the Monday, the teacher played the video again and reiterated the main points of leaning. This helped the pupils who had not watched the video and also helped to refresh their memories and get the pupils focused for the next task. The purpose for watching the video before the lesson was to ensure that the child would come to the lesson with some prior understanding about shapes that they could then build on in the lesson. The children then had to split themselves up into four different groups based on how confident they felt with their understanding and knowledge of this particular topic. Bronze and silver were the two groups that needed more support and gold and platinum consisted of children who felt more confident with the topic. This was a significant skill for the children to become familiar with as this opportunity for self-assessment, allowed the children to engage with their learning and to think critically about their abilities. Emphasis was placed on the fact that the teacher had no involvement in this part of the task. This again was significant as this enabled the children to think critically about their own level of understanding and think about how much assistance they needed to develop further. Each group was given a different task to carry out. These are as follows:
· The bronze group were tasked with creating a knight out of different shapes and then use sticky notes to label each shape they had used. This allowed them to express their creativity as well as focus on their writing and spelling skills.

· The silver group utilized the outdoor space in the playground to take pictures of different shapes they found. This had a strong focus on developing their digital and communication skills as they were given one iPad for the whole group and had to share and converse with regard to which shapes they wished to photograph.

· The gold group went to the ‘digi zone’ which was a space themed area set up in the corridor outside the class room. They were instructed to take an iPad and complete a task online about shapes. This aimed at developing their digital skills. This group was given significant autonomy as they were not directly supervised the entire time they were completing the task. They were given the freedom to work through the activity at their own pace and were trusted to stay on task. 

· The platinum group, were instructed to build a castle using Lego and were encouraged to think about the shape and the structure of their castle. They were deliberately not told where and how to carry out this task. These decisions were decided by the children. This again allowed for creativity and independence to make this task their own. 

I documented this observation by writing notes as and when the activities happened. E. C Wragg (1999, p.8) suggests that this method of observation is useful as it allows the observer to record incidents and dialogue between pupils and the teacher whist it is still fresh in the mind. However this method of recording could lead the observer to become too absorbed in writing notes and could hinder the engagement with the pupils and the tasks they were completing. To prevent this from happening, I ensured that I moved around the class and asked the pupils questions about the tasks they were carrying out. I also ensured that I went to each group and involved myself in the activity to gain as much understanding as possible as to what the pupils had decided to do. The teacher was also very helpful in explaining the context of the flip learning session, especially the aspects of it that I had not observed. 
I have chosen this flipped lesson as the focus for this essay as it embodies the changing nature of education in schools. Mike Hughes (1993, pp.8-9) suggests that the idea of the ‘traditional classroom’ actually discourages pupil independence and collaboration and that many schools have moved away from this method of “whole-class continuous teaching” in the last few years. This is evident in the on- going development of a new curriculum in Wales informed by the review of Graham Donaldson. Donaldson set out his proposals for the new curriculum in his report ‘Successful Futures,’ where he emphasises a call for more student autonomy in their learning and for this learning to be more fun, practical and involve a number of different skills and learning experiences. (Donaldson, 2015, p.17) This flip learning observation was an example of this as it broke from conventional teaching styles and also used a number of cross curricular skills within each of the tasks. The setting in which this observation took place, is a pioneer school for the new curriculum and are therefore one of the schools leading the way for the reform. Having an analytical grasp of methods of learning that are being used within this particular school will be extremely useful as teaching methods such as flip learning could be embodied on a more widespread basis in the future education system in Wales.
I have chosen this observation for the basis of the essay because there were many links to relevant learning theories within the activities that took place. There is significant evidence of constructivist learning theory that is defined as the idea that learning is a mental construction and occurs when new information is built onto existing knowledge within the current mental structure. (Pritchard, 2005, pp.21-22) Constructivists believe that this theory is effective because it allows the individual to construct their own knowledge and build their own understanding of something and find information for themselves rather than being told what to understand and how to understand it. (Grigg, 2015, p.137) This was evident throughout the observation as the children built their own understanding of shapes from watching the video. This gave them a level of prior knowledge that they then added to when in class.  This links to another theory of learning that was demonstrated in the observation and that is the use of ‘scaffolds’. This refers to the process of giving appropriate support to pupils that can then later be taken away when the pupil is more confident. (Grigg, 2015) These scaffolds can take many forms such as resources, apparatus or even the teacher and adult support. Even the use of group and collaborative work can be utilized as a scaffold and this is where the social element of the constructivist theory is present. (Pritchard, 2005) Another link to learning theory that was evident throughout the observation was the effective use of learning environments. This is portrayed in the theory that children respond more effectively to a stimulus within an environment that has been prepared to support the child’s needs. (Isaacs, 2010) This was demonstrated in the use of several different environments for this flip learning session as the outdoors and the designated digital zone were utilized as well as the classroom to provide the children with alternative stimuli to complete their work. 
The learning theories that have been identified here are broad in nature. Therefore, in the next section of this essay, I am going to focus in more detail on specific aspects of these key theories of constructivism and social constructivism and connect these theories to explicit examples I saw within the observation. These theories of learning and the process of flip learning will also be critically analysed and these evaluations will be utilized to create an ideal learning environment that will also inform my future teaching practice.
Theorists
Flip learning is a popular method of learning that is used in this particular school in both the foundation phase and key stage 2. It is characteristically a very pupil-centred method of learning as the role of the teacher is that of the facilitator as opposed to that of the transmitter. (Grigg, 2015) The main principle of flip learning is the notion that children seek out knowledge for themselves in a way that is personal to the individual and therefore making it of more significance. (FLN, 2014) This is in stark contrast to the behaviourist theory of learning that suggests that all knowledge is predefined and learning is achieved by transmitting that predefined knowledge to passive pupils from the teacher. (Grigg, 2015) Therefore, flip learning is in fact a clear example of constructivist theory. Constructivism’s most noted theorist is that of psychologist Jean Piaget. Piaget’s work in the 1920’s provided an alternative view to that of behaviourist theories and focused on the cognitive development of children. (Illeris,2007.) Piaget saw children in education as “loan scientists” suggesting that learning is most effective when children are investigating it for themselves. (Pritchard, 2005, p.30) This idea was reflected in the observation as the children were given the video to watch about shapes without the direct input of the teacher. The children could interpret it however they wished and then when they returned to the class they could explore it further through other means of investigation. 
Keeping in mind that Piaget’s learning theory revolved around mental structures, Piaget suggested that learning occurred through a complimentary process that is referred to as assimilation and accommodation. (Ault, 1977) Assimilation is a process of applying an existing mental structure of knowledge to a new object, situation or environment. (Ault,1977). An example of this process occurred in my observation of a child in the group that were making the knights out of shapes. The child stated that the circle he was using as the knights face was ‘like a big coin.’ This demonstrated that the child had some pre-existing knowledge about money and coins. The child could have acquired this knowledge either from his home environment or from his previous education. Because the child had this existing mental structure, he was then able to assimilate this prior knowledge of coins to his new knowledge of shapes to identify that a coin is a circular shape. This process was therefore independent and personal to this child making this exercise more effective than if this child had been directly told this by the teacher. Accommodation is the other aspect of this process and is defined as where the existing mental structure has to change in some way in order to accommodate new information. (Ault,1977). An example given for this is how a baby’s digestive system has to adapt according to their diet of first milk, then baby food then solid food. (Boyle,1969). There was also evidence of accommodation within the observation as another child used hexagons to represent the knight’s feet and hands. However he had labelled these shapes as octagons. Previously in the session he had also confused a pentagon for an octagon. It appeared that this child’s existing mental structure consisted of him believing that any shape that had more than four sides was an octagon. It can be argued that this is an easy mistake to make for a child who is perhaps not as familiar with more elaborate shapes as pentagons, hexagons and octagons can look familiar. This child has to adjust his existing mental process of identifying shapes by having to accommodate the new process of being encouraged to count the sides of each shape to identity it correctly. Another child identified a pentagon correctly because it ‘looks like a house’. It can be argued that the child who struggled to identify hexagons and octagons will benefit more in the long term as he had to learn to count the sides of the shape to identify it correctly rather than knowing what a typical pentagon looks like as not all five sided shapes look the same. This relates to Piaget’s theory that the process of learning and how children learn is more important than the actual outcome of what children actually learn. (Illeris, 2007) Flip learning allows children to learn in several different ways as they come to the class with their own interpretation of the resource and they have learnt it through their own internal process rather than a ‘whole class,’ prescribed learning method. It is the personal ownership of learning that arguably makes it more effective.
Another aspect of learning theory that this observation of flip learning incorporated was the evidence of social constructivism. Lev Vygotsky is one of the pivotal theorists regarding social constructivism. Vygotsky’s work incorporated certain aspects of constructivism but diverges away from the notion that learning is an independent process such as that of Piaget’s lone scientist theory. (Wells and Chang-Wells,1992). Social constructivism places an emphasis on the collaborative aspect of learning especially the importance of dialogue and how children can learn by conversing. (Pritchard, 2005) This was demonstrated in the flip learning observation with the group that went outside to take pictures of shapes that they found in the outdoor space. They had to work together as they had to share an iPad between five of them. This aspect of collaboration may not have furthered their knowledge of shapes, but it certainly helped them to develop other skills such as problem solving, learning to share and communication. The group that were in the digi zone were encouraged to work together if they came across a problem rather than coming to the teacher for help. This was appropriate because the children were working on a programme that would inform them if they had answered a question incorrectly. Therefore this would prevent a child from learning misleading or inappropriate information from another child. This flip learning session was useful in this aspect as it provided opportunities for children to work independently but also collaboratively with other children. It is a strategy that can be adapted to accommodate both ways of working and did so within the observation.
Another aspect Vygotsky’s social constructivist theory is known as the ‘zone of proximal development.’ (ZPD) The ZPD represents a level of understanding that an individual child has acquired with support from another, usually the teacher. (Pritchard, 2005)The overall aim is to move a child through the zone and across into another zone where they no longer need that level of support. (Pritchard, 2005) This was evident in the observation as the teacher explained that the aim of the flip learning activity was to help the children who felt less confident with the learning material, to be able, by the end of the week, to work more confidently and independently without the support of the teacher. MacBlain (2014) suggests that a child can create their own ZPD as they know personally what challenges them and what they will need support with. This links to the observation where the children assessed their own ability and understanding of shapes and evaluated what level of support they needed. This again connects to the idea that children can have ownership of their learning and ensures that every individual can be supported. To move children through the ZPD, this requires appropriate support to be put in place in order for children to become for independent with their learning. This is referred to as ‘scaffolding’.  Sandra Smidt suggests that the theory of scaffolding is similar to literal scaffolding that is used to support a building under construction which is removed once the building is complete. (Smidt, 2009) This implies the purpose of scaffolding is to provide a certain level of support for the children in the activity. This support can be removed once the child is ready so that they can eventually complete work independently. An example of effective scaffolding within the observation was the fact the teacher showed the class the video again and reiterated the main learning points. The teacher explained that in future weeks, they hoped to remove this scaffold so that the children had to watch the video independently. Another example of scaffolding was evident in the group that made the knights out of shapes as the teacher made an example knight for the children to work from. This is simple way of supporting the children’s learning but it can easily be taken away in order for the children to become more autonomous and creative in their learning.
The final theoretical aspect that will be discussed was the effective use of the environment that was portrayed in the observation. Maria Montessori, an influential figure in early childhood education, viewed the learning environment as a vital tool in a child’s development. (Isaacs, 2012, p.9) Montessori recognised that children are ‘active agents’ and require freedom within a ‘favourable environment’ that is designed to meet their individual needs. (Isaacs, 2012) This directly links to the environment that is desired in flip learning. The FLN defines one of the main pillars of flipped learning as that of having a flexible environment where children can choose when, how and where they learn. (FLN, 2014) The group that was tasked with building a castle out of Lego were deliberately given limited instructions so they could determine where and how they completed the task for themselves. This resulted in the group having a competition as to who could build the best castle. This not only developed their more elaborate shape skills as they had to fit together more intricate shapes of Lego, but they also expressed a significant level of interest and engagement with the activity because they were given the freedom to do so.
Montessori also suggested that the environment can play a vital role in the child’s self-construction of knowledge. (Isaacs, 2012)  This was again evident in the observation for the group that went outdoors to take pictures of shapes. At first the group noticed shapes that were painted on the ground. These were similar to the generic plastic shapes they had seen in the classroom. However they began to realise that shapes were in fact all around in them everyday objects. They noticed that an aerial picture of the top of a circular bin was a circle shape and they noticed a string of bunting that hung across the playground was a triangular in shape. This also led them on to identify 3-D shapes. Arguably these connections may not have been made if they had stayed in the class and only had access to the generic plastic shapes. This is an example of how the environment can enhance a child’s understanding.
Flip learning and the learning theories that it supports have many benefits to a child’s development as discussed here. However it is also important to recognise the criticisms of this strategy and the theories that it supports. Piaget has been criticised for generalising the children in his observations of constructivist theory. (MacBlain, 2014) This is a valid point to consider as some children may find it difficult to be independent learners. The staff in the school stated how flip learning was less successful within key stage 2 as it had only been introduced in the last two years. Therefore the children in higher key stage 2 classes were finding it difficult to embrace the autonomous aspect of flip learning as this contradicted how they had previously been taught through a more conventional style of teaching. In a similar vein, not all children will benefit from watching a video and may find this type of learning difficult to fully comprehend. (Weller, 2007) Some disadvantaged children may not have access to the internet and may even be computer illiterate. (Creemers,1994). This could then put them behind as they may not have the tools and the prior knowledge to develop their learning further. The constructivist theory of teaching can also call into question the relevance of the teacher if children can teach themselves. (Wells, 2002) This critique can also be applied to the element of collaborative work as without direct teacher supervision, how do we become aware if a child is telling another child something that is not considered ‘culturally sanctioned knowledge’. (Wells, 2002, p.9) For example, consider the possibility that the child who struggled to differentiate between hexagons and octagons, passed this misconception onto others before he was encouraged to correct his misunderstanding. 
Despite these criticisms however, I feel that flip learning still remains as a progressive and positive form of teaching that has an adaptable format to suit a variety of different topics of learning. I also feel that some of these critiques could be addressed quite easily. Children could be given a choice in how they access the material for the flip learning session. For example they could choose to watch a video, read a transcript of the video or listen to an audio description that explains a certain topic. By giving them a choice, this can help them identify their favoured learning strategy but also give them a sense of independence. (Hughes, 1993) Printable copies of the learning resource could also be made available for children who do not have access to the internet. The criticism that teachers are redundant in constructivist learning practice has its own criticisms. It is argued that the teacher’s role is in fact enhanced by becoming a facilitator of knowledge rather than a transmitter because they have to assess what level of support or scaffolding is needed to help the development of a child but also have to be able to create an environment where children can learn for themselves and become more independent. (Xu and Shi, 2018) For example in the observation the teacher had to plan four different activities and environments for that session. If the teacher had chosen to teach in a more conventional style, they would have only had a single plan. 
Overall, I think the flip learning in the observation was successful as the children were engaged with their own learning and the pedagogy behind the session has support from widely accepted learning theories. I believe that these considerations would help to inform any future practice that either emulates or incorporates aspects of flip learning as I feel that it is a model that can be adapted to support any child’s individuality and their learning needs.

Learning Environment
In light of these views relating to theories of learning, I have created an ideal learning environment that I hope would support the learning and development of a foundation phase year one class. This learning environment has been informed by the current curriculum for a year one class but also has elements of Donaldson’s Successful Futures’ and the proposed new curriculum weaved into this as well. My ideal learning environment aims to incorporate and encourage cross curricular activities, provoke investigation and creativity and also be a reflection of what the pupils desire to be in their learning environment. 
Donaldson set out his proposed plans for the new curriculum to move away from the idea of concrete subject areas and instead introduced six areas of learning and experience. (Donaldson, 2015). These six areas are: expressive arts, humanities, health and well-being, mathematics and numeracy, languages literacy and commination and science and technology. (Donaldson, 2015, p. 39) In my classroom, I would dedicate equal space to represent each of these areas to encourage cross curricular skills throughout the whole classroom. Jonathan Barnes (2015, p.62) suggests that cross curricular activities encourage inclusive and motivating opportunities for learning. For example a lesson on shapes could take place within several areas of the classroom. One group could go to the expressive arts zone and make a musical instrument that is a circular, triangular or rectangular shape. Another group could work in the science and technology zone and investigate why a football is the spherical shape rather than a cuboid. Another group could utilize the humanities zone by researching different landmarks and buildings and determine what shapes they are. For example identify the great pyramids, recall what shapes they can see in pictures of different landscapes and study the symmetry of buildings like the Taj Mahal. 
Another important aspect of my learning environment would be the opportunities available for children to become more creative. Ken Robinson (2015, p.3) argues that the current educational system is ‘killing creativity in children’. Robinson (2015) argues that mathematical and literacy skills are prioritised in every educational system in the world with creative arts being viewed as less valuable to a child’s development. He argues that this attitude has severely negative results and people feel they are not talented because their skills do not lie within literacy and numeracy.( Robinson, 2015) For my ideal learning environment, within each area, children would be given the opportunity to express their creative side through a number of materials and resources. For example, the expressive arts zone would feature materials for children to create their own musical instruments. There would be a special dance floor that has different tiles that when stepped on will make a different musical instrument noise. For example, drum beat or guitar strum. This could encourage children to create their own songs, dances and music. 
Another important aspect of my ideal learning environment would be the involvement of the pupils themselves. Barnes (2015) suggests that children should have some personal contribution in the creation of the environment in which they learn. This will help children to be motivated and engaged with their own learning because they have a personal stake in its creation. I would create a classroom juke box where the children can choose what song they would like to play for tidy up time, snack time or what song to play in for designated dance time. I would ask the children to decide what theme they would like their role play area and decide in what capacity and theme they learn about the world around them. Flutter (2007) suggests the positive impact of allowing children to have a say in their learning, can have a positive impact on pupil participation. This element of pupil voice can help the teacher improve their own practice and gain an understanding of what each child wants and needs in their learning environment. (Flutter, 2007) 
Another important aspect that would be included in my ideal learning environment that is not exclusively outlined by Donaldson as an area of learning the importance is the use of the Welsh language. I would incorporate Welsh into every area of the classroom through bilingual signs or Welsh signs where appropriate. There would be a welsh section in the classroom library and they could create a display or sculpture of Wales made out of recycled materials that they can add to with what Wales means to them. This can help develop their understanding of belonging but also the wider world around them outside of the classroom.
In terms of the space of the learning environment, as well as the areas of learning, I have also included designated work spaces. Clegg and Billington (1994) suggest that children have places for creativity and freedom but also space to work but to consider that not all children will need this space at the same time. Therefore I have limited the amount of space dedicated for work areas as I would personally prefer to utilize the space to encourage creativity and freedom to move around the class. The carpet area could act as the base for whole class teaching and discussion. I have also included space for a presentation stage. Yondes (2014) suggests that children having the opportunity to reflect on what they have leant is the vital key to any learning activity. Therefore I have included the use of a stage for children to present what they have learnt either collaboratively or individually. This can help develop confidence when presenting and encourage other pupils to give and receive feedback.
My ideal outdoor learning environment would also be equipped to support lessons that encourage creativity and cross curricular skills. The use of a farm role-play is useful as any role-play area will give children the opportunity to experience real life situations and is pupil focused and provides a stimulus for children to understand and interpret different situations. (Ments,1989) I have decided to use the farm theme as children can gain an understanding of where their food comes from and understand lifecycles of animals. (Grigg and Lewis, 2016) A farm themed area could also incorporate the senses as it could be made to smell like a farm or the animals could be made to feel like real animals. I would change this theme of the role-play area every term to keep the children engaged. 
The outdoors environment will also include a forest school, pond and a beach and under the sea area. This can help children gain an understanding of different landscapes and can offer a range of child lead activities. As Montessori suggested, children are natural observers and investigators and in order to develop these skills, children need to be given an environment in which they are free to explore. (Williams-Siegfredesen, 2012)
Overall the aim for my ideal learning environment is to provide children with a space that allows them to embrace their creativity and develop skills within a number of different areas. The aim is also to provide a space in which children can learn and be immersed in different experiences that support holistic developments.
Conclusion 
In conclusion, from my observation, it is clear to see that current teaching practice is a reflection of many learning theories that have been incorporated and adapted over the years. The most effective learning environment in one that utilises appropriate scaffolding and also allows children to be autonomous and take responsibility for their learning to enhance a sense of personal development. The physical learning environment should mirror this and give children the freedom to embrace their natural skills of exploration and investigation. The role of the teacher is to facilitate learning but also plan and prepare a variety of learning experiences that suit the needs of every individual child so that they have the best opportunity to grow and develop throughout their education. 
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