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‘Describe a learning event which has happened during your classroom observation. Reflect upon what took place, connecting events to theories of learning and teaching. Make recommendations about how you could improve your own practice in the light of this and produce a digital poster to illustrate how you would use all of this information to develop the elements of an effective learning environment.’

[bookmark: _Hlk527469238]This essay shall address the use of questioning in education, considering both the behaviourist and constructivist theories of learning, reflecting on an observed learning event in a primary school.
[bookmark: _Hlk527469261]For the purpose of this essay, I shall refer to the school where the learning event took place, as school x. School x is a large English medium school, situated on the outskirts of a city in south Wales. The school provides education to almost 400 pupils between the ages of 3 and 11. Around 40% of the pupils at School x are entitled to free school meals (FSM), this figure is described as “well above average” (Estyn 2014). FSM is a key indicator in identifying areas of deprivation in Wales. The strong links between deprivation and underachievement is a key focus for the Welsh Government and is supported through additional funding (Welsh Government, 2014). 
In addition, school x has around 50% of children defined as having an additional learning need (ALN). ALN is used as a term to identify those “pupils whose learning needs are additional to the majority of their peers” (Estyn, 2013). ALN children are supported through the Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal (Wales) Act (2018) which guarantees monitoring of their progress to ensure they are equipped with all they need to ensure consistency and continuity of their learning regardless of their needs (Welsh Government, 2018).
The observed learning event took place in an early years area of the school. For this essay I shall refer to the main adult as the practitioner, the group of ten pupils aged between three and five as group R and three closely observed pupils as child A, child B and child C. Child B has an entitlement to FSM. Child C is identified by school x as an english as a second language (EAL) child who has recently moved to the area from eastern Europe. Following discussion with the practitioner it was noted that the child’s family only speak their native language at home. The Welsh Government acknowledges the growing population of EAL children in Wales and have identified the risk of such children underachieving due to possessing less developed language skills. Support for such children is driven through a commitment by staff and extra financial funding (Welsh Government, 2014). Such support can be inconsistent with difficulties arising from increasing numbers of EAL children residing in schools and a lack of suitably trained personnel to support pupils fully. Child C does not receive the support of a translator.
I have made ethical considerations whilst writing this essay in line with BERA (2018) guidelines. An unstructured observational technique was used during the learning event. Notes were taken throughout the session, this was deemed as the most suitable method due to the high amount of interactions between the children and their peers. Hand written notes where recorded with pace and then transferred onto a structured observational sheet to allow for further reflection of the encounter. Also, the children were not distracted by the taking of notes this was partly due to their age and stage of development. Observational notes were enhanced following a discussion with the practitioner regarding any unusual or notable differences between the children and their responses. 
With a focus around the topic ‘Autumn’, the practitioner aimed to observe the children and assess their use of spoken descriptive language. The information gathered by the practitioner would form part of the Foundation Phase Profile, a baseline assessment carried out for each child of nursery age in Wales. The baseline assessment supports the tracking of progress for children in the Foundation Phase (Welsh Government, 2017).
The learning event began with the practitioner leading group R into the outdoor learning environment with the intention of using the surroundings as a base for experiential learning. Experiential learning is a method of educating through the provision of hands on experience. According to Beard and Wilson (2006,) experiential learning is the creation of meaningful learning experiences and can act as a basis for assessing prior knowledge and experiences. The outdoor learning environment is considered extremely useful in engaging learners as it provides opportunities to explore and be creative (Welsh Assembly Government, 2009).
The children were directed toward a woodland area where they could experience changes to the environment that had been affected by the season. They were asked open ended questions to generate curiosity of the topic focus. In this instance questioning was used as an educational tool to explore children’s prior knowledge, to generate interest and enthusiasm and to assess children’s communication capabilities.
Practitioner: Bore da, today children we are going to explore the season autumn, can you all look up towards the trees? who can tell me what is happening to them?
Child A: They are moving.
Child B: Trees
Practitioner: That’s correct they are trees and they are moving, why do you think the trees are moving?
Child C: Wind, trees.
Practitioner: Yes, the wind is making the trees move, what is happening to the leaves when the trees move in the wind?
Child A: Leaves come down.
Practitioner: That’s right, the leaves fall off because it is Autumn and they don’t have enough water anymore, so they fall to the ground. What colour leaves can you see?
Child C: Red and brown.
Child A: Red, orange.
Practitioner: Ok, now I would like you to collect some Autumn leaves off the ground and bring them to the tough spot. If your really quick you can all have a sticker when we have finished.
The children and practitioner gathered around the tough spot to explore their foliage.
Practitioner to Child A: What can you tell me about the leaves?
Child A: They are red leaves and brown leaves.
Practitioner: Da iawn, you have told me the colours, what else can you tell me, how do they feel?
Child A: Soft!
Practitioner to Child B: What can you tell me about the leaves?
Child B: Leaves.
Practitioner to Child B: Yes, they are leaves, can you tell me anything about them?
Child B: Leaves.
Practitioner to Child C: Can you tell me anything about the leaves?
Child C: red, brown, orange.
Practitioner to Child C: Can you tell me how these lovely autumn leaves feel?
Child C paused before responding.
Child C: leaves, orange, red, brown.
This event was of particular interest due to the variances in children’s responses to the activity considering their backgrounds and additional learning needs and also the practitioners use of questioning. Within the group most children seemed to be engaged in the activity although some children needed to be encouraged to remain on task and within the confines of the group. The children’s ability to respond to questioning varied significantly due to differences in children’s backgrounds, communication skills, concentration levels and stage of development. 
Following verbal feedback with the practitioner it was noted that Child C was considered to be scoring highly in most areas of the foundation phase profile although there were significant dips in their assessment on areas that were directly linked to communication, the practitioner explained that the child would most likely have the desired vocabulary in their native language, however, there was not any additional support in place to assist the child in their own language. Due to the child’s low levels of understanding of English and the Practitioner being unable to communicate in the child’s native language the child seemed at an immediate disadvantage as far as this particular assessment was concerned.
[bookmark: _Hlk527469325]Questioning in classrooms is common practice, it is a useful tool for practitioners to use whilst quickly assessing children’s levels of understanding, it can gather instant feedback allowing for quick adaptation of learning styles and inference and can be adjusted accordingly to the pupils needs and abilities. In addition, questioning can generate interest in a topic, engage learners and allow for reflection on current and desired levels of knowledge.
Benjamin Bloom suggests that questioning can be separated into two categories, low order and higher order (Kerry, p.69, 2002). Low order questioning involves management type questions, simple recall and comprehension. During the observation the practitioner asked, ‘can you all look up to the trees?’, the closed question was used to manage the actions of the group and to generate appeal of the focus topic. Higher order questioning involves questions that require application and are analytical, they may require synthesis and allow for the evaluation of learning. The practitioner asked the group ‘why do you think the trees are moving?’, an open type question that desired an answer that would require some processing of thoughts and ideas. Furthermore, Bloom suggested that questioning can be used to develop both levels of thinking skills, however, he perceived the little benefit to challenging pupils with the same level of work recurrently, this would simply reinforce current knowledge whereas the development of higher order thinking skills could enrich pupils understanding and develop intellect, particularly when a learner can apply the skill or knowledge to a different context or situation (Kerry, p.71, 2002). Jerome Bruner supported this idea, however, he argued that higher order thinking skills are only secured when learners can apply such skills securely across subject boundaries, this theory is supported today through implementation of the Literacy and Numeracy Framework which ensures key subjects are a cross curricular responsibility for teachers (Welsh Government, 2014).
Bruner added the need for learners to be involved in constructive reflection of their education, ensuring a focus on child centred learning that would allow them the ability to problem solve effectively, he called this process metacognition (Kerry, p.71, 2002).
The foundation Phase Skills Framework also recognises the importance of developing thinking for learning through structured questioning techniques and strategies, it considers metacognition as the centre of its framework “Developing thinking can be defined as developing patterns of ideas that help learners acquire deeper understanding and enable them to explore and make sense of their world”, (Welsh Assembly Government, 2008). Furthermore, the new Curriculum for Wales promotes the expansion of children’s metacognition, advancing their creative and critical thinking, producing powerful learning for children through approaches that challenge thinking through quality questioning techniques and strategies (Donaldson, p.80, 2015). 
The importance of questioning to develop higher order thinking is regularly promoted, however, Kerry (2002) argues that when performed inadequately it can have a detrimental effect on learners, such shortfalls can occur when the practitioner is ill prepared, lacking subject knowledge, using the incorrect tone of voice or body language or not giving the learner sufficient time to think and process a response.
Questioning remained a focus throughout the observation of the chosen learning event, it was used effectively to both manage the behaviour and actions of the group and to develop thinking and encourage the use of descriptive language.
The behaviourist learning theory was evident during the learning event when the practitioner chose to use a clear incentive to encourage the children to respond quickly to instructions. A sticker was promised as a direct reward for listening and reacting efficiently to a command, a method associated with behaviourism. 
Practitioner: “Ok, now I would like you to collect some Autumn leaves off the ground and bring them to the tough spot. If you’re really quick you can all have a sticker when we have finished” (Practitioner, school x, 2018).
Ivan Pavlov (1927) a noted theorist on his work associated with behaviourism carried out experiments on dogs as a way of exploring his beliefs and philosophies. He would ring a bell whilst feeding a dog noting that the dogs would react by salivating. Eventually, he stopped feeding the dogs but carried on ringing a bell, the dogs still salivated, he named this reaction as conditional response or classical conditioning, stating that the dog associated feeding time with the sound of the bell rather than reliance on its natural instincts, he identified this as learning by association (Grigg, p.136, 2015). Although the link with dog training is often considered unfortunate when making connections to child development, the behaviourist approach is common practice within classrooms used to promote positive behaviour and support classroom management. American Psychologist Robert Slavin (2003) considers the improvement of desired behaviour through both reward and punishment, pupils are more likely to do what is requested if there is an incentive and similarly less likely to fulfil a wish if there is not, or if an action activates an outcome that is a punishment (Grigg, p.136, 2015).
American Psychologist Burrhus Skinner (1966) challenged the simplicity of classical conditioning, he suggested that classical conditioning alone is not actually converting the undesired behaviour, this will only happen if the individual involved makes a direct association between the behaviour and the reward or punishment, he labels such behaviourism as operant conditioning. Skinner believed that to change behaviour both the causes and the consequences of an individual’s actions would need to be considered and understood (Grigg, p.136, 2015). Due to the young age and stage of development of the children involved in the observation it was unlikely that all the children understood the cause and consequence of the reward offered during the learning event. All the children in Group R, were offered a sticker as a reward for a quick response. The practitioner fulfilled the agreement, although it was observed that stickers were given to all the children in the group regardless of their level of participation or the completion of the task. Further discussion with the practitioner revealed that the decision to reward all children was a way of promoting appeal of the sticker as an incentive for future activities. This was based on an assessment of the children’s current low level of awareness regarding the rewards and incentives offered at the school. The practitioner was attempting to promote positive behaviour and high expectations to all the children in the group and sensed that not rewarding a child might cause further disruption and could possibly have a negative effect on the self-esteem of some pupils. There was very little depth of understanding by the children in relation to the causes or consequences outlined by Skinner as a way of improving behaviours, this was possibly due to the age of the children and the earliness of the school term, however, for some pupils it could cause confusion. 
An increase of the use of rewards with the children could as psychologist John Watson suggested, strengthen positive behaviours. Watson considered the increase in the use of a stimulus as a further support in gaining desired actions, regularly punishing or rewarding could adjust behaviour quicker and more consistently, furthermore he suggested that increasing the use of a stimulus can further support or adjust desired actions, regularly punishing or rewarding acting as a clear incentive for improved behaviour (Grigg, p.135, 2015). In the early years class, this would need to be done gradually and discreetly so it did not have an adverse effect on children’s self-esteem. Children at the start of their education need to understand the use of rewards and at the start of their school education, possibly rewarding all initially as a clear incentive through increased exposure of reward systems then eventually withdrawing the expectation showing that the reward must be earned, supporting Skinner’ theory of understanding the cause and consequence of a behaviour. The practitioner was making use of a very simple system to control behaviour although on reflection it could be sending out a mixed message to the pupils who were able to understand the reward system possibly internally questioning the benefit of adhering to rules when a reward is achieved regardless. Although the reward system was used due to its simplicity and suitability for children of such a young age it could on this occasion be deemed unsuitable due to its inconsistency causing confusion, although consideration must be given to the aim of increasing exposure of the reward system at the school as a way of future behavioural conformity.
Although a behaviourist approach has been identified in the learning observation and is still popular in many classrooms today and historically, there were also elements of the learning event steering towards the constructivist model of learning, this was identified during observation of the questioning techniques used during the learning event. 
“Constructivists view learning as the result of mental construction. That is, learning takes place when new information is built into and added onto an individual’s current structure of knowledge, understanding and skills”, (Pritchard, p.17, 2009). 
During  the observation the practitioner took the children into the outdoor classroom, she used the familiarity of the environment to stimulate thought through the given topic in order to encourage verbal participation, she encouraged the children to recall their current knowledge through effective questioning, allowing them to explore the world around them through their senses developing a new understanding of the topic concerned. Although the intention was clear difficulties arose when some children became disinterested and started to wander from the group asking if they could play, this was due to their immaturity and their lack of understanding of expectations of behaviour and conformity. Also, it was observed that the EAL child seemed disinterested this could have been due to her lack of english spoken language hindering them from being fully engaged.
Jean Piaget, a Swiss scientist, famous for his studies on children’s cognitive development and constructivism described children as lone scientists who have the capability to create his or her own sense of the World they live in, producing meaning and understanding whilst gaining knowledge through collaboration of experiences and ideas (Gray and Macblain, p.44, 2012).
Piaget (1953) believed that children’s thinking developed through stages, labelling the stages as sensorimotor, pre-operational, concrete operational and formal operational. He believed children move through each stage consecutively, highlighting that each stage is obligatory and linked to a particular age group, stages of cognitive development cannot be skipped or cannot be returned to and children must progress through them in sequence (Gray and Macblain, p.46, 2012). Piaget promoted the use of visual aids which were obvious in the learning event observation, he also put less importance on the development of speech to assess intellect and viewed cognitive development as an internal process, this theory could be supported when considering the EAL child who was deemed as above their required level of development in most areas, however they scored less on the areas where it was necessary to verbalise responses, this was due to their lack of english spoken language, this supports Piaget’s interpretation of the internal process of developing intellect without the necessary communication skills.
John Bruner, a cognitive psychologist born in 1915, put less emphasis on the boundaries Piaget suggested associated with learning through stages, he believes metacognition is developed when children are given real life problems to solve, requiring the application of a chosen variety of previously acquired disciplines. He believed challenge should be available to the learner according to their stage and not their chronological age, considering that not all children develop on the same developmental pathway (Halpenny and Petterson, p.20, 2014). Normally, questioning techniques could be adjusted according to the learner’s stage of development, however for the purpose of the activity the practitioner kept the questioning consistent this was due to making a fair assessment of the children’s descriptive language levels. 
Bruner also highlights the concept of scaffolding to support a child’s learning, this could be in the form of deeper explanation, demonstrations or worksheets to name a few, such scaffolding could eventually be removed encouraging independent thinking and securing the gained knowledge or skills. Lev Vygotsky a Russian Psychologist born in 1896 also supported the use of scaffolding to support learning and metacognition, however, he challenged Piaget’s notion of learning being an internal factor and emphasised the importance of the child’s social interactions as a key contributor to their development. He addressed the significance of quality dialect between pupil and their teacher, allowing the challenge to be appropriate and collaborative, believing that cognitive functions all originate from quality social interaction (Gray and Macblain, p.69, 2012). Piaget on the other hand suggested that the use of language is predominately for labelling rather than a tool that develops and supports metacognition. Vygotsky highlights the importance of communication, social interaction and scaffolding to guide a learner into the zone of proximal development (ZPD), (Grigg, p139, 2015). ZPD is part of the process of learning, a time where the learner can develop cognitively gaining knew skills or knowledge with the support of social interaction, scaffolding or stimulating communication. Using the outdoor environment as a stimulus the practitioner attempted to guide the children in to the ZPD, using real life experiences and clear stage appropriate dialogue she hoped to stimulate learning in order to encourage participation in conversation for assessment purposes. As stated previously some of the children found it difficult to remain focused on the task, occasionally children deferred from the learning and were distracted by parts of the outdoor learning environment, possible influencing factors may have been the large group size, distractions in the outdoor classroom and poor engagement due to the children being unable to concentrate for long periods because of their age. 
[image: ]
[bookmark: _Hlk527469353]Taking into consideration the learning event I observed, I have created an ideal learning environment with a health and wellbeing focus, it takes into account the pedological principles underlying children’s learning and development. The area is named Snack Shack (see figure 1) and its purpose is to support children who may have not access to the basic needs they require to develop their education, whilst providing opportunities to develop literacy and numeracy across the curriculum taking into account pupil voice and inclusion. 
Article 27 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) states that “You have the right to food, clothing, a safe place to live and to have your basic needs met. You should not be disadvantaged so that you can't do many of the things other kids can do” (Unicef, 1989).
Abraham Maslow (1943) argued that humans have a range of needs, he categorised these needs into five steps presenting them in a pyramid format, the most basic or bottom layer highlights the most crucial prerequisites that children need in order to be able to access education and learning. The basic physiological needs include access to food, water, air and sleep, moving on to the requirement of security and safety and furthermore onto love, belongingness and affection and so forth (Gray and Macblain, p.3, 2012). On reflection of the observation, discussion with the practitioner and considering the school being in a deprived area of Wales, there is a possible risk of some children not accessing the basic needs they require to develop and learn effectively. The Snack Shack station aims to contribute to the meeting of these low pyramidic needs. The learning environment would predominantly aim to allow children to access their healthy snacks, such as fruit, water and milk at a time of day that suits their needs, for example this may be earlier on in the morning if the children have not eaten breakfast. Such items would be sold via a voucher system that would be available to every child ensuring equality and inclusivity. It would have a role-play basis although it would provide a real-life experience for the children, allowing for the development of oracy skills whilst communicating, literacy skills through lists, recipes and order taking (see figure 4 and 5) and maths skills through dealing with a monetary system (see figure 3 and 6) or weighing or measuring of produce, this would address the literacy and numeracy framework in Wales that should allow children to “progress literacy and numeracy skills development across the curriculum” (Welsh Government, 2014). It would also support the new curriculum for Wales, as outlined learning should assist the development of “young people’s physical and emotional needs and help them to take responsibility for their own lives, understanding the importance of, for example, diet and fitness and being confident in managing their own affairs” (Donaldson, p.28, 2015). 
Practitioners involvement in the running of the Snack Shack station would be minimal, allowing for a holistic approach supporting children in a way that treats them as individuals considering the whole child infinitely. A Montessori style approach would be the most suitable, this would allow practitioners to guide the children in a stimulating environment taking on the role of guardian who supports each child individually, in a way that allows them to fully submerge themselves in their surroundings gaining the utmost from it. The practitioner could use open ended questioning effectively to construct children’s knowledge and understanding developing higher order thinking. The constructivist model would be adopted building on children’s prior knowledge to fully develop their understanding, using the practitioner to stimulate and guide children as Vygotsky described using quality dialect. Bruner’s concept of using scaffolding to support learning could be applied via practitioner support in the shop management, correct use of vocabulary or dealing with transactions, all of which can be removed as the learners become more confident and independent in their learning environment. The practitioner would need a thorough awareness of each child, effectively researching their diverse backgrounds, characteristics, needs, likes and dislikes. Donaldson supports practitioners in using time “judiciously and productively to help each one of them to grow as a capable, healthy, well-rounded individual who can thrive in the face of unknown future challenges”. (Donaldson, p.7, 2015). 
[bookmark: _Hlk527469375]There is often a link made between children living in deprived areas and a delay in the development in their speech, language and communication, this can have a direct negative impact on their abilities in literacy (Welsh Government, 2017) and can also affect the progression of their social skills. Taking these findings into account the Snack Shack learning environment would aim to allow children to communicate for a purpose, whether they play the role of the shop keeper, chef or customer. It would also assist in the development of children’s social skills, by promotiong turn taking, responding appropriately, using formal and informal speech and prompting the use of good manners. 
The EAL child would be able to participate fully with the use of a digital translator that could help them become completely and inclusively submerged in all activities. Alternatively, the practitioner could if trained sufficiently use the native language to engage the child fully, the school has a duty to provide resources that allow EAL children to access their education entirely. 
In support of article 12 of the UNCRC Article 12 (respect for the views  of the child) “Every child has the right to express their views, feelings and wishes in all matters affecting them, and to have their views considered and taken seriously” (UNCRC,1989) comparably the new curriculum for Wales promotes pupil voice as an important and necessary part of a child’s education.  Similarly, in support of pupil voice Estyn declares that “strong pupil participation can support school improvement by helping the school to identify future priorities and make more informed decisions on wellbeing, learning experiences and the quality of teaching. Through their involvement, pupils develop valuable personal and social skills such as listening skills and working with others” (Estyn, 2016). To support the pupil voice ethos in addition to the role play shop there would be a cookery station (see figure 2 and 5) where children could plan and prepare the healthy snacks they wish to sell in the Snack Shack station, this would ensure inclusivity and could furthermore support the appreciation of culture and diversity by including recipes and suggestions from children of ethnic minority backgrounds, whilst also addressing Welsh culture in support of Cwricwlwm Cymraeg, a Welsh Government direct that allows children “to understand and celebrate the distinctive quality of living and learning in Wales” (Welsh Assembly Government, 2003).
In addition to the Snack Shack the children would have access to a physical area (see figure 8), where they can develop both fine motor and gross motor skills.  The area would further promote the health and well being of the children, developing healthy bodies and minds, “schools need to care both for children and young people’s physical and emotional needs and help them to take responsibility for their own lives, understanding the importance of, for example, diet and fitness”, (Donaldson, 2015). The physical area could further support pupil voice where children decide what sports, games, equipment and rules they would prefer.
Although there are many benefits of placing the Snack Shack in an outdoor learning environment, “the outdoors is the ideal environment for experiential learning, because it offers unique opportunities to be creative, to move around, to be noisy and to take risks”, (Welsh Government 2008) it could be more effective inside as the initial concept may be difficult for an early years child to fully grasp and they may need a less distracting environment, also, there are some pupils who do not enjoy playing outside particularly when the weather is unforgiving. An indoor learning environment may have less disruptions and be unaffected by the weather although positioning it outside could also stimulate learners, it would be necessary for the practitioner as stated previously to have in depth knowledge of the whole child and to judge the suitability of an indoor or outdoor learning environment according to the group size, the pupils, the weather and other factors effecting the day to day running of the area on that particular day.
In order to fully engage with learning, children and young people require rich, stimulating environments where they can explore and experiment with ideas and resources, collaborate actively with their peers and make dynamic connections with a clear sense of purpose to construct meaning. (Donaldson, 2015)
A behaviourist approach to questioning can limit practitioner to pupil interactions and does not particularly promote higher level thinking or improvements in communication skills although it can be useful in some contexts where a deeper understanding is not necessarily required like the example in the observation where the practitioner directs children to an area by offering a reward. The development of effective thinking skills are more likely to be developed using the constructivist learning theory approach, this will allow practitioners to use questioning to promote thinking through challenge and problem solving in real life and play situations, considering the whole child, offering scaffolding as a support that can eventually be removed resulting in independence and children who have lifelong skills to take forward into the rest of their lives. 
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