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According to Sharp (2012), a successful way to gather information in a classroom environment is observation, as observers see and hear first-hand what is going on in front of them. For practitioners working in the Foundation Phase, observations of the children they work with should be a vital part of everyday practice - both indoors and outdoors (Welsh Assembly Government, 2008a. & Grigg, 2015). These observations help ‘to inform future planning and assessment of the children’s achievements’ as practitioners ‘…assess how much progress the children have made and whether they need further opportunities to consolidate their learning’ (Welsh Assembly Government, 2008a. p.6-7). 
The school I visited for my observation on the same day over two consecutive weeks is an English medium, mixed gender, rural primary school situated within a city in South West Wales. The school has nearly 500 pupils aged 3-11 years old; spread over 16 single year classes. It boasts a high pupil attendance of 95.4% and a pupil-teacher ratio of 25.7 (Welsh Government, 2018). However, according to Estyn (2018), nearly 22% of children within the school have free school meals This is above the Welsh average of 19%. Furthermore, the rate of children with additional learning needs is at 34%, which is considerably higher than the Welsh average of 21%. The school was given a rating of good in all areas during the recent Estyn inspection that took place in June 2018 and is presently a pioneer school working with the Welsh government on developments concerning professional learning (Estyn, 2018).
When carrying out my observations, I considered all ethical issues in line with BERA - British Educational Research Association guidelines (2018). I undertook my observations with the full consent of the school; the teachers were fully aware of why I was observing and how the information I gathered was going to be used. I respected the school and the pupils I encountered during my time there and treated them fairly without any prejudices. Confidentiality has been adhered to in these observations. This assignment is the only purpose for the information being collected and it is an accurate record of what happened. Anonymity has also been maintained throughout this assignment as the name of the school, members of staff and children have not been given. 
In this assignment, I will demonstrate a critical awareness of the key theories that underpin cognitive development and how these theories apply to classroom contexts. I will demonstrate my own reflective development through my description and evaluation of what I have observed.  I will explain what happened in an analytical and evaluative way and outline how this has influenced my awareness as a teacher through my poster and running commentary describing my ideal learning environment.
According to The Glossary of Education Reform (2013), a learning experience refers to any encounter in which learning has taken place, whether in an indoor classroom or an outdoor learning environment – at school or another setting. 
My observation of a learning event - which I will talk about in this assignment, happened during a classroom observation of year 2. The class comprised of 25 children and the staff in the classroom consisted of a female teacher and a female college student on placement helping as a TA. 
I arrived in the year 2 classroom after lunch, and the teacher informed me what the pupils would be getting up to that afternoon. Once the children had returned to the classroom, the teacher briefly explained to the class what the afternoon’s activity was going to be. She then used questioning to find out what the children already knew about the topic surrounding the activity that was going to take place. The teacher wanted to see what the children already knew before then going through a twinkl PowerPoint on the topic, which would hopefully fill in any gaps in their knowledge. Figure 1 shows the dialogue that took place between the teacher and children during the learning experience which occurred on the carpet. When the teacher asked a question, children would volunteer themselves to answer by putting their hand up and the teacher chose who was to answer.
	Teacher: This afternoon we are going to be using a range of materials to make poppies. I want you to activate your prior learning; think about what we already know. Why do we make poppies?
Child 1: For the men in the army to remember them. 
T: Why do we remember them?
C2: They lost their lives.
T: How did they lose their lives?
C3: In a big battle!
T: What is another word for a battle? Beginning with W?
C3: War.
T: Ok, so we remember the people in the army who lost their lives during a war. Why do we remember them with poppies and not another flower, for example, a daffodil? 
C1: Because the men died, and poppies grew in the field where they died.
T: That’s right. Do we have something in our town to remember the soldiers, where we take our poppies?
C3: A big tall stone. 
C4: It’s by the shop!
T: Does anyone know what the stone is called?
No one answers.
T: It’s called a monument.
C5: It’s got all the men’s names on that lost their lives.
T: It does. Does anyone know what month poppy day is in?
C5: October?
T: No, not October.
C6: June?
T: Not June.
C7: November?
T: Yes, that’s right. We celebrate poppy day in November.
T: Armistice Day as it is known, takes place in November and it is a day where we remember all the men and women who have been in all the wars. We are making poppies now as the community of Pontarddulais is coming together to take part in something called ‘Paint your town red’. There are lots of groups in our local community; including the big boys and girls up the comp, who are making poppies for the people organising this event to sew together on to a big net - which will be displayed in our local area for Armistice Day. 


Figure 1 – Learning Experience Dialogue
The teacher then went on to show the children a short Remembrance Day PowerPoint presentation downloaded from Twinkl. This reinforced the information that the children already knew about the topic, whilst adding some new information which had not been mentioned during the questioning. Finally, the teacher excused the children from the carpet and sent them to the various tables with the poppy making resources on for them to get on with the activity.
I selected this learning experience as the significant event to write about in this assignment due to several reasons. Firstly, I liked how the teacher asked the children to activate their prior learning and think about what they already knew about the topic that was going to be discussed. This was to prepare the children to be able to answer the questions that she was going to ask. The children really focused on their thinking, and the ones who were picked to answer were able to recall quite easily what they knew. I was surprised at how much knowledge and understanding the children had of this topic, considering the last time they probably would have been spoken to about it was nearly a year ago before the last Remembrance Day. Getting children to remember what they already know about something is very important in learning. Repeating the facts that they know reinforces their learning and understanding of something (Grigg, 2015). Listening to the knowledge of their peers builds onto the learning they already have and broadens their knowledge and understanding further (Wiliam, 2009). 
Another reason I chose this learning experience to write about was the method of how the teacher got the children to recall their prior knowledge and understanding. According to Kerry (1982), questioning is a very beneficial approach to use in the classroom. It gets the children actively involved in their learning and stimulates their curiosity as they are more interested. Lessons can go at the learners’ pace and both the teacher and learner are able to gain instant feedback on what has been understood and what has not. The advantages of questioning have been identified in more recent times by Graham Donaldson, who undertook a review of the curriculum in Wales in 2015 and made recommendations that have been taken on board in the creation of a new curriculum. According to Donaldson (2015), one of the four purposes of the curriculum will be that children should be ‘ambitious, capable learners’ (p. 29). Questioning is one of the key characteristics of this purpose which he believes children should have the ability to do. He has also named oral questioning as a valuable assessment technique that can inform future planning within learning. During this learning event, the questioning flowed well with the teacher continuing to ask questions to get more information out of the children until she had as much as was possible. Questioning was used effectively during this learning experience; proving very successful in helping the children to learn all about Armistice Day. 
Another reason I picked this learning event to write about was that I liked that the children were being involved in something that is happening in their local community. Curriculum Cymreig teaches children all about what it is like to live and learn in Wales in the twenty-first century (Qualifications, Curriculum and Assessment Authority for Wales, 2003). It aims to help children feel ‘a heightened sense of belonging to their local community and country’ (p.2). Through the cultural aspect of this curriculum framework, children are expected to gain knowledge of their own community and its values and traditions. Although Remembrance Sunday is a tradition that is carried out every November 11th throughout the whole of Great Britain, in the learning experience the children were introduced to something extra special that is going to be happening in their community in relation to this national day. Involving them in the community activity would certainly help to strengthen their place in their local area. 
The final part of the learning experience that was observed was the creative activity that the children got to take part in which they very much enjoyed. Creative development is such an important part of the current Foundation Phase curriculum that it is one of the seven areas of learning. According to the Welsh Assembly Government (2008b.), ‘Children should engage in creative, imaginative and expressive activities in art, craft, design, music, dance and movement’ (p.4). According to Casserley (2004, cited in Grigg 2015) developing creativity promotes pupil motivation, enthusiasm, independence, and enjoyment. 

My observation that I carried out was a semi-structured observation as I knew I was looking out for a behavioural incident, a social interaction or a learning experience, but I did not know which I was going to see so I had to be prepared. I took part in a non-participant observation as I remained detached from the situation that I was writing about as this was the most suitable method in this position. Non-participant observation tends to be the most common approach to observing and is usually less demanding on the observer and those being observed (Sharp, 2012). The technique I used to record the actions, interactions and behaviours that took place during the observation was note taking. This involved literally noting what was going on in front of me and I chose this method because I did not want to miss anything that was going in the classroom around me. It was easy for me to take notes throughout the whole day so that I did not have to go looking for a pen and paper once the learning event had begun. According to Sharp (2012) and Grigg (2015) note taking is a popular form of recording observations as it is an easy method to carry out which keeps an ongoing record of activities and events that are taking place. Note taking is also relatively easy to do when critical incidents, interruptions, and unforeseen happenings need to be recorded within the learning environment.
According to Sharp (2012), the main strength of observations is that it is great to have first-hand eyewitness accounts of what people say and do without having to ask them. Grigg (2015) expands on this and explains that it is what is seen that gives observation high status as an assessment tool. There are several opportunities that observation offers; including the ability to assess children’s ongoing development, improve upon teaching practice and report important information to parents regarding their children’s abilities.
However, there are some limitations to note-taking as an observation method. Firstly, trying to write down everything that is said and done quickly and accurately whilst observing at the same time is no easy task. Some events can unfold at a considerable pace. Taking notes is not so good for recording what is said and done non-verbally. The opportunity to observe something more than once to check for accuracy is not always available – like in this situation. The observer could be selective about what they note intentionally by observing what they want to and not what they should. Finally, people do act differently when they know they are being observed.    
If I had been able to also take photographs and video the learning experience, I would have as I feel that this would have been even more useful than the note-taking method and proven more accurate and reliable to capture the non-verbal actions and words that occurred. These actions would include the children who were continually volunteering themselves to answer questions and seeing which children seemed confused and incompetent. 
The observation that I recorded very much has links to cognitive development, as it was a learning experience that involved the children using their brains to think and process information. According to Pritchard (2014), cognition is the study of how people learn, remember and interact using the mental processes of learning, remembering, perceiving, language, reasoning and problem-solving. 
Constructivist theorists specialise in cognition and cognitive development. They believe that learning is an outcome of various constructions and processes that take place within the mind (Wray, 2018). Put simply, this means that learning takes place when new information is added to an individual’s existing state of knowledge, understanding, and skills (Pritchard, 2014). One of the first constructivist theorists, and probably the most highly influential was Jean Piaget. He referred to this process of taking new information and adding it to current knowledge as assimilation (Wray, 2018). The learning experience that took place in the year 2 class that I observed, added to the children’s current knowledge of Armistice Day as well as reinforcing what was already known by them.
However, new learning experiences can also contradict existing knowledge that is held by a learner. In this instance, if new information is added to the existing knowledge by the way of a simple explanation by the teacher, this will add the new information to the child’s original knowledge, and learning will have taken place. Over time a deeper and broader understanding will be developed by the learner (Pritchard, 2014). Piaget referred to this process where the constructions we have built up in our mind are altered as accommodation (Wray, 2018). Once learners have understood the new knowledge and there is no longer a conflict between this and the original knowledge, learners are described by Piaget as having reached the stage of equilibrium (Pritchard, 2014 & Wray, 2018). 
When learners take on new information and either assimilate or accommodate it, their mental structures alter somewhat to develop new schemas (Pritchard, 2014 & Wray, 2018). Developing schemas involves the adding of various pieces of new information and the ability to connect them. It is this which comprises constructivist learning. Schemas have the potential to continue growing indefinitely, and there is an endless possibility of connections and links that can be made within and between different schemas. The more connections and links there are, the more construction has taken place, therefore, the more it is believed that learning has taken place (Pritchard, 2014).
According to Pritchard (2014) and Skinner (2010), prior knowledge has a critical role to play in constructivist theory. In the observation, the children in the class had an existing schema of the topic that was being looked at. They then learned new information during the questioning activity which they could assimilate to the original knowledge quite easily with few problems. Pritchard claims that it is vital that a schema that is to be visited in a new area of work is activated from the start. Basically, it is good practice to review what is already known about the topic in question as this is fundamental for any new learning to be effective. Therefore, the teacher in the class got the children to activate their prior learning and think about what they already knew about the topic for them to take in any new information more easily. 
The concepts of assimilation, accommodation, and schemas are supported by more recent constructivist theorists as well as several writers. Wray (2018) further suggests that how learners interpret new experiences and information very much depends on factors such as their stage of cognitive development, their cultural background as well as their personal history to name just a few. According to Skinner (2010), these factors make sense of the learners’ experiences and organises them before helping the learner to alter the new information. Therefore, knowledge is actively constructed by learners depending on the perspective from which they approach it. 
As mentioned above, a child’s stage of cognitive development will have an impact on how they interpret new experiences and information. Piaget introduced the concept of developmental stage theory which outlined age-related developmental stages of children’s cognitive abilities (Fox, 2001 & Grigg, 2015). Although more recent theorists have gone beyond Piaget’s way of thinking, there is no denying how much his theories of children’s intellectual development have influenced teaching practice over the last sixty years (Pritchard, 2014). His stages of cognitive development have helped teachers to understand the difficulty level that might be expected within their children’s thought processes at the different stages in their development. However, this theory does have its weaknesses as the stages are not completely accurate because children develop at different rates (Pritchard, 2014 & Grigg, 2015). Donaldson (1978) argued that Piaget underestimated children’s cognitive development. Cultural background and language are other factors which can influence how learning is interpreted - as previously mentioned. However, according to Child (2007) Piaget underemphasised this in his theory. Vygotsky, although influenced by some of Piaget’s work, realised that there were some important factors missing from his theory. Therefore, he emphasised the role of language and culture in cognitive development in his theories. Grigg (2015) also points out that Piaget used his own children in his research, therefore, his sample was not representative of most children.
The fundamental idea of constructivist learning theory is that learners actively construct their own knowledge based on their experiences of the world around them (Woolfork, 2018, Grigg, 2015 and Wray, 2018). As learning is actively constructed by the learner, it is known as a process of active discovery. According to Wray (2018), because learning is part of the process of active discovery, it is the role of the teacher to merely guide children to assimilate and accommodate their existing learning and build new schemas. Their job is to facilitate by providing the necessary resources and being aware of the current knowledge of learners (Fox, 2001 & Pritchard, 2014).
However, there are arguments against children actively constructing their own knowledge and understanding through active discovery with little intervention from the teacher. Firstly, it does not provide a complete explanation of how we obtain new knowledge, understanding, and skills (Fox 2001). Secondly, it implies that direct teaching should not be used within the classroom as it is not suitable to aid learning (Grigg, 2015 & Fox, 2001). Regardless of these arguments, there are still many theorists who believe that pupils learn best when they actively construct their own understanding from the knowledge they acquire from the environment around them (Pritchard, 2014 & Barnes, 2008).
 In social constructivism - an important section of constructivism, the emphasis is placed upon the interaction between the learner and others around them not what happens in their minds (Pritchard, 2014, Grigg, 2015 & Wray, 2018). It does not matter so much as to who these others are, as it is the social interaction overall that is essential to social constructivists. As mentioned previously, language is given great significance in cognitive development (Grigg, 2015) and is written about extensively by the well-known social constructivist Lev Vygotsky. He stated that language is what is used to consider, share and develop ideas (Pritchard, 2014). Therefore, new ideas are constructed and added to existing ideas using language (Skinner, 2010). During the observation I made, there was clearly a social interaction between the teacher and the children regarding previous and new knowledge. Therefore, an assumption can be made that the children recalled the information they knew and learned the new information by socially constructing. If the teacher had asked the children to write something they knew about Remembrance Sunday and why we have poppies, the children would probably have only been able to write a few short facts. It was because of the questioning between the teacher and the group of children that more information came to light as each child brought some new information to the foreground that the next child could add to. According to Grigg (2015), collaborative learning is essentially what we would call Vygotsky’s social interactions today. It involves learners developing teamwork skills and using their individual learning to contribute to the success of group learning through peer interaction guided by the teacher (Wray, 2018).
These learning theories have influenced what has taken place in classrooms during the twentieth century and the first part of the twenty-first century and will continue to influence learning environments and learners in my future practice.














The first element featured on my poster that has influenced me as a future teacher is a ‘wonder wall’. This is not something that was in the classroom I observed. I found it online whilst researching how to incorporate questioning in the classroom environment after I was inspired by the questioning activity in my observation. This is a resource I would use within my ideal learning environment to encourage children to question. I have already discussed how important questioning is in children’s learning, and as it is something that is going to become common practice with the introduction of the new curriculum I feel a wonder wall is a key resource in a learning environment. It is versatile and can be used in a few different ways. One way it could be used is when introducing a new topic to the class that is going to be studied. The children could be encouraged to write down all the questions they hope to answer during the time they study this topic. These questions can then be revisited along the way as they are being answered and they may be used to summarise what they have learned at the end of the topic.
A wonder wall would not only be a useful resource in the Foundation Phase but also in Key Stage 2. A way that the wonder wall can be used in Key Stage 2 is after I have set a piece of work. What the children must do can be explained to them, and when they are asked what their questions are about what they have been asked to do they can write them down and put them up on the wonder wall. I could then either encourage the class to see if they can answer each other’s questions, or I could go up and answer the questions for the learners for them to undertake their piece of work. 
The second element featured on my poster that has influenced me as a future teacher is what my ideal physical learning environment would look like and include. I have used some of what I saw in the year 2 classroom during my observation, as well as some of my own ideas.  My ideal indoor learning environment would consist of a large classroom that had plenty of room to work in as well as the ability to move around freely whilst including tables, chairs, resources e.g. books, individual children’s drawers, learning areas, a teacher’s desk, interactive whiteboard etc. I would have enough tables and chairs outside of the individual learning areas for each child within the class to be able to use, with between 4 and 6 chairs at each table. Having tables that sit up to this number of children are useful for when I want the children to work in pairs where they can use learning techniques such as ‘think, pair, share’ as well as having the opportunity to have groups of 4, 5 or 6 children to take part in group discussions and group work. 
I also think it is important that none of these children sat at the tables have their backs to me at any time, so that I can see everyone, and all the learners can always see me. I would like my indoor learning environment to look this way regardless of whether I was teaching in the Foundation Phase or Key Stage 2.
The final element featured on my poster that has influenced me as a future teacher is a spacious carpet area. Before visiting the school which I observed at, I had not really seen the carpet area used so effectively for a learning experience at another school. I would use my carpet area for learning experiences like the one described in my observation to take place. Learning that takes place on a carpet area is more informal than learning at tables but can prove to be very effective (Skinner, 2010). Children are put into a different learning space where they can face the teacher to see them as well as any appropriate presentation aids. 
The only thing I would do differently to the teacher in my observation would be that I would make sure each child got to say something about what we were talking about or got to answer a question. Therefore, getting feedback on children’s knowledge and understanding would be more successful as not only the same few children will be getting the opportunity to speak.
In conclusion, I carried out an observation of a learning event inside a year 2 classroom in line with BERA guidelines. I described the learning experience that took place during my observation and explained my reasons why I chose this as my significant event, relating them to module content that has been studied; including questioning, Curriculum Cymreig, and Creative Development. 
I went into detail as to why I picked my chosen form of observation and the tools I used to record what happened during the observation. I then evaluated the strengths and weaknesses of my selected approach and explained what I would have done differently if I could have used other methods of recording in my observation.
I linked the learning event that I observed to the cognitive development theories of constructivism and social constructivism, showing a critical awareness of how these theories helped me to understand what happened during the learning experience. I explored how these theories apply to learning environments on a larger scale to what I saw in just a short time and how they have been very influential since the latter half of the twentieth century. I also looked at the strengths and weaknesses of the constructivist and social constructivist approaches to learning to get a better understanding of the positive and negative aspects of them in teaching.
I made a poster of my ideal learning environment and provided a running commentary explaining what has influenced me from my time observing that I will take into my own classroom one day. I explained how I would use each of these elements and gave reasons for why I thought these elements were effective, also providing theory to back up ideas.
I described what happened during my observation in an analytical and evaluative way and outlined how this has affected my knowledge as a teacher that is about to start practice. I feel that through my observation and subsequent research of module content and learning theories that I am better prepared to carry out some of the approaches outlined in this assignment.
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