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Critically evaluate elements of effective learning climates

Introduction

This essay will examine how effective each teaching method is in order to create a successful learning climate. The learning climates that will be critically explored are visible learning, assessment for learning, growth mindset, behaviour management, social and emotional aspects of learning (SEAL) programme and using the outdoors as a learning environment. Each element has different strengths and weaknesses, when the practitioner uses all the positive components from the different learning climates they can help the child cognitively develop to achieve the best they can. Democracy and education define learning as “the educative process is a continuous process of growth, having as its aim at every single stage an added capacity of growth” (1959, quoted in Dewey, p. 38). It is necessary here to clarify that this is an old definition however, the principles synthesise with contemporary pedagogy that the Welsh Government illustrated to encourage pupils to reflect and improve so that they can progress through the curriculum (The Welsh Government, 2018). When further comparing the Welsh Government definition of education they state, “a nation’s prosperity, cohesion and well-being are built on a successful education system” (The Welsh Government, 2017, p. 4). Rather than talking about education in the present they are considering what effective teaching and classroom environments will offer to the future generations of Welsh citizens. It is imperative to understand that a child’s learning development and education will shape them into the adults they will in the future which is why it is vital that teaching methods are fully researched and adapted to pupils so that they can achieve their best in life.

Visible Learning

Hattie’s theory on visible learning demonstrates that with assistance children can be their own teachers and be aware of their own learning process. Whilst studying this method Hattie analysed over fifty thousand students which is the largest educational project ever taken place and the results have led to teachers improving children’s learning (Moffat, 2020). However, Wiliam argues that Hattie’s research is not very accurate and the methods he has used to measure success have led to unreliable results (Kamenetz, 2015). Referring back to how to achieve visible learning in the classroom, the practitioner must adapt and change their teaching to suit the children in the class which can involve more than one teaching method (Moffat, 2020). To understand each pupil’s way of learning more in depth the teacher needs to learn how to view education through the individual’s eyes and ensure all learners are engaging and fully absorbing the information being taught, although it must be insured that the pupils are able to visualise the learning (Hattie, 2008). Hattie’s visible learning model links strongly to Galton’s six principles, the key aspects of this process can be listed: learning objectives, questioning, group work, feedback and assessment for learning. Starting the lesson with a learning objective allows the student to acknowledge what they will learn during the lesson and the teacher can scaffold the pupil in order to achieve the targets and involving questioning enables the practitioner to observe where the child is on their learning journey. Vygotsky’s theory zone of proximal development (ZPD) supports the group work aspect, if there is a child who needs extra support a more able learner is able to scaffold them and encourage the learning journey. Additionally, feedback is an essential part of the process for cognitive acceleration to take place. The pupil must understand what methods of learning help them achieve and further adapt activities to accelerate learning. Finally, assessment for learning is what helps the individual identify strengths and weaknesses in order to move onto the next part of their education (Galton, 2010).

An important factor of Hattie’s theory is that pupils are able to visualise what they are learning, as previously mentioned learning objectives display this method very clearly and help the child visualise what they will be focussing on during that school day and what they will learn. The learning objectives must be clear so that the teachers and pupils can be supported with their learning (Sutton Trust, 2014). The practitioner must consider the content of the learning objective by outlining what the lesson will teach, they must not describe activities but rather acknowledge what skills the pupils will gain throughout each activity. For example, you will understand the different layers on of the rainforest where as if the child has labelled the diagram the understanding may not be as in depth. The key words used are important for children to visualise the aim of the lesson (The Peak Performance Centre, 2020). When the practitioner uses appropriate language, it is clearer for the pupil, there are three types of language a practitioner should apply for learners starting at the lower level, medium level and progressing to the higher level these are; transmission, application and understanding (London School of Management Education, 2019). This example can further be applied to Bloom’s Taxonomy, teachers can use these guidelines effectively to gage how each pupil can accelerate to the next level and can present the framework to the learner in order to complete the visual aspect of the theory (Wilburn et al, 2016).

In addition to key words and language, practitioners must adapt to each pupil’s cognitive development and the methods that enhance each individual learning. As previously mentioned, this can be used by adapting Bloom’s taxonomy by applying different teaching methods to each stage of the triangle. Practitioners must be aware that in order for this to be cognitively affective for pupils they must adapt the teaching method to suit the pupils learning development so that the child can achieve. Furthermore, the educator must be up to date on relevant teaching approaches and be open to new ideas or research to excel pupils learning (Arthur and Cremin, 2014). Donaldson’s new curriculum Successful Future’s coincides on the research that practitioners should have wide knowledge around classroom subject and relevant teaching approaches as well as, quickly engaging and adapting to develop and inspire children’s learning (Donaldson, 2015). Nonetheless, there can be set backs to this as teachers may not be on board with modern approaches to learning and believe in old fashioned teaching methods which are not appropriate in todays education system. Old fashioned methods usually have the framework of one size fits all but more contemporary which can put the child at a disadvantage if they do not understand the learning activity they are given by the teacher (Boumova, 2009).

Assessment for Learning

As briefly mentioned previously in the visible learning element, assessment for learning is a teaching method used to create a successful learning climate. Black and Wiliam illustrated assessment for learning guidelines and further discovered that formative assessment advances students learning as a result of feedback and reflection developing the pupils learning process (2009). Cowie and Bell define the theory as “the process used by teachers and students to recognise and respond to student learning in order to enhance that learning, during the learning” (1999, cited in Wiliam, p. 32). The key factors of this constant cycle consist of; learning objectives, questions, oral and written feedback, self and peer assessment and formative use of summative data (Meyers and Nulty, 2009). There is evidence produced that supports when practitioners engrain this cycle into classroom culture pupil’s cognitive development is observed and the teacher can further adapt an appropriate learning style to support achieve higher grades (Black and Wiliam, 1998).

In contrast, Biggs opposes against these findings by explaining that the structure of assessment for learning is very repetitive leading to pupils having low cognitive motivation to continue their learning journey, especially if their grades are not where they want them to be (Biggs, 1998). Additionally, there are studies that show there is a lack of evidence supporting that formative assessment is successful in improving pupil achievement. The process is to lengthy and took away extra time the pupils could benefit from learning the curriculum. As well as teachers needed help in fully conducting the process and moving onto the next phase of the teaching method (Hopfenbeck, 2018). Furthermore, schools have always carried out summative assessment in order to evaluate how well the child is achieving in classroom studies and what areas they can improve on in the curriculum. Likewise, practitioners can produce mini summative assessments throughout the year which can be beneficial in preparing the child for examinations at the end of the year (Ninomaya, 2016). The Welsh Government supports this notion by illustrating in their curriculum for Wales guidelines that in the future teachers will chose the appropriate assessment system for pupils (The Welsh Government, 2020).

For practitioners to excel using a summative assessment method they must make time to reflect over learning activities constantly and consistently. With respect to this, practitioners can introduce numerous teaching models to ensure that learners are familiar with the guidelines. For example, two stars and a wish are peer assessment marking criteria which encourages pupils to assess each other’s work giving two positive comments and a constructive criticism that can help to improve future work (Assessment for learning, 2017). Additionally, to strengthen this pedagogy the teacher can encourage first and second drafts to classroom work to demonstrate that learning from mistakes can facilitate knowledge (Zorfass and Grey, 2014). Furthermore, another approach of formative assessment for the practitioner to gage the pupils understanding is asking the class to put their thumbs up when the teacher is speaking. For instance, a thumbs up for understanding, a thumb in the middle for not sure and a thumbs down for unclear (Plymouth Community School, 2017). When this pedagogy is taught appropriately it can be successful in encouraging learners to move to the next step of their educational journey and building self-esteem in order to self-regulate learning. On the other hand, there are challenges to applying this in the classroom environment. The practitioner and pupil must be trained to carry out formative assessment accurately, this can take a long time to become extremely knowledgeable around the subject and for giving feedback to flow naturally whilst trying to make time for the reflection during a school day (Tillema and Smith, 2009). If feedback is not given correctly then this can affect learning in the future and hesitance towards presenting or sharing future work. This has been seen in the case of negative feedback that leads to issues with self-esteem and confidence in the learner which can impact future grades or achievements.

Growth Mindset

One element that leads to effective learning is practitioners applying a growth mindset practise within the classroom. Dweck’s theory illustrates that growth mindset is a technique where each individual can grow their intelligence, she expands by splitting learners into two groups entity learners and incremental learners (Castella and Byrne, 2014). Entity learners are confident in their own knowledge, they have closed attitudes to learning and believe that individuals are born with intelligence whereas incremental learners develop their knowledge by exercising their neural pathways to make the brain stronger (Burke and Williams, 2012). Dweck demonstrates that to improve learning with the growth mindset method the pupil must invest effort into their education, this allows teachers and pupils to work together in order to achieve moving to the next level. When the growth mindset theory is used within a classroom environment to enable this method being effective the practitioner must make the pupil aware of the technique and take the appropriate steps to adapt the method, this involves acknowledging a fixed mindset attitude, making a choice, reacting with a growth mindset approach and modifying this with a growth mindset response (Dweck, 2012).

When pupils activate a growth mindset attitude they will enjoy the challenge of their learning moving to the next level, nonetheless teachers must use certain approaches to influence and inspire the pupils to want to improve their own learning. Praise is an important factor within this cycle of self-learning, it must be given for effort or the way the pupil adapts to an activity and the practitioner must be constructive. Studies have proved that pupils using the growth mindset method achieve higher than pupils that don’t however, individuals can get the wrong motivation and start self-learning and progressing due to an incentive reward (Betsy, 2017). Practitioners must be aware of this drawback to growth mindset as students can become addicted to incentive rewards, as a result of this work can be rushed leading to less quality, pressured content and long term learning supressed. In addition, these rewards are going to become ineffective when regularly used and the novelty will wear off eventually (Ho et al, 2019). Skinner’s Reinforcement theory contrasts Dweck’s theory on Growth Mindset, Skinner states that rewards and positive outcomes are powerful learning tools (Schlinger, 2011).

Growth mindset within practise can be exemplified in the classroom with the practitioner using learning ladders. The teacher can produce the learning ladder by adapting the curriculum to a child friendly version and applying individual learning levels within the guidelines to each step of the ladder, the child can then visualise what they need achieve and how they can move forward in the process (Estyn, 2016). The practitioner can move through the journey of learning with the pupil, giving the appropriate praise and scaffold the pupil. This sympathises with Vygotsky’s ZPD for the reason that each child can support their peers learning until extra support is needed and the teacher can step in and guide the pupil in the right direction (Fani and Ghaemi, 2011). The ZPD is comparable with Dweck’s growth mindset approach in the interest of the pupil advocating their own educational journey. Referring previously to the pupils using the curriculum in a visual perspective synthesises Hattie’s work in children improving their learning through ocular activities (Hattie, 2012). Additionally, teachers can support this learning experience by relating their own negative experiences and how they have overcome these to achieve their goals or complete the challenge, by ingraining the mantra that mistakes are key factors in improving your knowledge pupils will further succeed. When the growth mindset approach of learning comes natural to the teacher and pupils, the care-giver can then help further with the process of education. The care-giver can reinforce further encouragement to the child in order for the child to achieve the best they can. In spite of this process, one weakness is involving the care giver in the process. The care giver will be more familiar with a more traditional education system and be resistant of more modern ways that learning can take place. If they do not conform with the process of learning they may affect the pupil’s grades or their progress of learning (Wheeler and Connor, 2010).

Behaviour Management

Behaviour management is an element that practitioners can use in order to create an effective classroom environment, by researching multiple behaviour types and understanding theory this can be applied to pupil’s behaviour in order to develop learning. One of the most well-known forms of behaviour is Pavlov’s ideas on conditioning behaviour that can be portrayed as pattern of training (Jarius and Wildemann, 2015). This is demonstrated by pupils’ reactions to certain sounds or gestures in a school environment and a consistent factor displaying this is timetables. This is commonly seen through pupils knowing what class to arrive at by the bell alerting them and moving onto their next lesson (Nebel, 2020). Studies show that conditioning behaviour works effectively in younger children, research shows that in a classroom of children from ages six to ten conditioning has a positive outcome. As a result of these children newly adapting to an educational environment the structure and control put in place by the practitioner improves behaviour in a positive way. The data continues to display children between nine to ten accommodate the classroom better when operant behaviour is applied (Cosqun, 2019).

Operant behaviour is a reflection on Skinners concept around rewards and consequences. Adapting this theory to behaviour demonstrates when the child has positive behaviour they will receive a reward and when their behaviour is negative they will receive a consequence (Illegbusi, 2013). A good example of this in an educational environment is seen through star charts as rewards and deducting time off the child’s break as sanctions, a more contemporary version of operant behaviour that is currently used in schools is the class dojo points system. This app allows teachers, parents and students to have access and provides a platform which can record children’s behaviour and grades in a positive or negative way to earn points (Class Dojo, 2020). This present-day approach is commonly used in schools to develop learning in the class room, the app has been evident in reducing inappropriate behaviour within the class room (Dillon et al, 2019). However, for this approach to be effective the practitioner has to be consistent with rewards and sanctions and when the child receives more attention for a certain behaviour it will reoccur (Welsh Government, 2012).

In contrast, Kohn argues that rewarding and sanctioning children is manipulating behaviour which does not lead to development of learning (Brandt, 1995). The child becomes fixated on moving to the next level to receive a reward which is not a permanent method of encouraging children to engage in the curriculum (Kohn, 2010). Following this, the pupil will get bored of improving their learning for a reward and the and practitioner will only temporarily see results with this method (Welsh Government, 2012). For the pupil to achieve the practitioner must teach the curriculum in an interesting way and encourage improving their own knowledge will benefit them throughout their learning journey and in the future (Ofsted, 2008). Referring back to class dojo Kohn’s findings support the negative effect this app can have on pupils, when the practitioner does not give points on the app for a pupil work it can affect the students’ self-esteem and confidence which can demotivate the child’s inspiration to learn (Bower, 2014). Additionally, the pupils are only going to engage in tasks or activities unless they know they will receive an award not to improve their own knowledge or skills (Rogowki, 2018). The class dojo app is encouraging the wrong type of motivation for children to achieve good grades.

However, Willingham highly criticises Kohn’s illustrations on behaviourism theory (Willingham, 2009). He believes that when children succeed the feeling of achieving rewards can motivate the pupil to further develop learning goals (Phillips, 2013). Linking this to the class dojo teaching method, the reward will motivate the child to keep accelerating to the next level of learning to improve their knowledge (Black and Allen, 2018) Willingham states that rewards and consequences is a teaching method that practitioners have always used in order to develop children’s learning. Although explains if motivation was high to start with rewards can have the effect of demotivation (Willingham, 2009). A serious weakness in this argument is that motivation in students is usually low as a result of what makes the rewards damaging to the cognitive development (Kohn, 2009). Summarising, the research has shown that rewards can be effective when used appropriately admitting that praise for effort could be a more effective way to allow children to want to succeed in their grades (Coe et al, 2014).

Social and Emotional Aspects of Learning (SEAL) Programme

The SEAL programme is an element which is used to enable a successful educational environment to develop learning in children from three to sixteen. This programme offers help to improve self-regulation, awareness of feelings, high motivation, communication and empathy which all develop a healthy well-being so that the pupil is ready to excel in their learning journey (SEAL, 2012). Additionally, cognitive theory supports the SEAL programme through the understanding that children need to be emotionally healthy in order to learn, the child’s behaviour and learning patterns can explain a lot about their home environment. This determines the way that the pupil thinks, beliefs, self-confidence and attitudes and can all reflect in what type of support the child needs in school to develop their learning, all similar to the factors that the SEAL programme offers to improve (Humphrey, Lendrum and Wigelsworth, 2010).

An unhealthy home environment is likely to affect the child’s learning development (Ferguson et al, 2013), factors that can influence behaviour can be anything from parents not praising the child to safeguarding issues. These issues can be addressed by practitioners through different teaching methods, for instance a whole school approach must be used, and the teacher must be aware of the child’s emotional state of mind at the beginning of the day in order to adapt the lesson to the pupil’s needs (Humphrey, Lendrum and Wigelsworth, 2010). This can be achieved through basing learning outcomes on the children’s feelings and to explore the individual’s emotion more in depth the practitioner can display a child friendly diagram of Maslow’s hierarchy on the wall so that the class can individually decide what level they have accessed on that day (Netherfield Primary, 2013). Schools in Wales can assist in activating the psychological level as the School Standards and Organisation (Wales) Act 2013 states it is law for every child attending a primary school run by the local authority to have access to breakfast or a breakfast club (The Welsh Government, 2015). However, the Welsh Government fail to acknowledge the significance of secondary and comprehensive school pupils who live in poverty and are not able to get the full nutrition they need to cognitively develop. Research shows that one in four secondary school children go to school without breakfast (British Nutrition Foundation, 2018) and with lack of nutrition proving to decrease cognitive development (Nyaradi et al, 2013) it is important that schools make it a priority for children to achieve Maslow’s physiological stage in school if they are not able to at home. In the future to make the SEAL programme more effective schools that use this approach could apply policy in order to allow all pupils to have breakfast to improve their learning.

Furthermore, the SEAL programme can further support children who are exceptionally struggling with their feelings and learning developments by putting nurture groups in place to encourage self-regulating to improve learning, emotional needs and behaviour (SEAL, 2012). This is a contemporary approach which includes small communities working together so the child can express their emotions in a safe environment, this usually consists of areas with bean bags, mood lighting to comfort the child (The Welsh Government, 2010). The theory behind nurture groups correlates with Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory (Taylor and Gulliford, 2011) and each layer effects how the child views their learning experience. It is important that the microsystem interconnects to support the child and the support network models’ appropriate relationships (The Welsh Government, 2010) and as stated before this process is seen through nurture groups. The care giver, teacher and pupil relationships are vital for the child to cognitively develop through their education (Sheridan, 2016) but in some cases the parent-child relationship or parent-teacher relationship needs help progressing and research proves that nurture groups are successful in doing this. Parents have observed that the communication three ways has improved and positive behaviour from the child at school and home is the outcome (Pyle and Rae, 2015).

In contrast, there is concern that vulnerable children will still miss out on attending these meetings, the idea as a concept is a very successful one however, evidence links that this marginalised group have low attendance (Cherry, 2020). There is a high attainment gap in vulnerable children and quite often the parents do not care about their education (Andrews, Robinson and Hutchinson, 2017). This is where the nurture group would support the child, but how can practitioner’s do this if the child does not attend school. An additional factor is the lack of data stating that they are a positive enforcement and how the authorities would measure the success or failure (Cherry, 2020). Relating this to the wider picture of the SEAL programme, in primary schools there has been no randomised control inspections and the SEAL programme in secondary school had one experimental check where it could see no positive effects on the school or pupils (SEAL, 2012). Overall, there could be more evidence gathered on whether schools are applying this method effectively.


Using the Outdoors as an Effective Learning Environment

Outdoor learning is an effective way to develop a child’s learning and the foundation phase base their curriculum on being outdoors as much as possible and many crucial theorists support this idea. Vygotsky’s ideas on outdoor play explain that children’s cognitive development is improved through being outside and children usually act more maturely when given the responsible to explore on their own. Vygotsky connects this with the fact that historically children have always developed their learning outdoors (Bodrova and Leong, 2015). When a child is outside they have first-hand experience of learning through their senses and becoming familiar with the natural environment. In hypothesis, Piaget believes that when children spend time in the outdoor environment it improves their knowledge by establishing skills such as imagination, being creative and social and emotional skills (Cyrus, 2020).

The information that these theorists have illustrated has been reflected in the foundation phases curriculum. Learning through the outdoor environment is a large factor in the foundation phase framework and almost all activities are aimed to be taught outside (The Welsh Government, 2009). A well-known example is the use of a mud kitchen, this low budget activity has potential to teach children a range of knowledge. The kitchen is most often designed to be at floor level including numerous different natural textures similar to mud or sand and a range of different pots and pans or other utensils (White, 2012). This activity can be messy and encourage use of all five senses as well help children understand the seasons and weather whilst being in a role play scenario by pretending to cook. Children will discover when it rains there is more mud and when the sun is out they will have to create the mud themselves by using water, this can be a really good activity to enhance basic skills around the natural environment and weather (The Welsh Government, 2015). Relating this task to the foundation phase areas of learning it covers communication skills, knowledge and understanding of the world, physical development and creative development (The Welsh Government, 2009). In order to keep the children safe whilst partaking in the mud kitchen activity they must have the correct protective gear before going outside. Montessori encourages children to wear overalls or suits, wellies, protective eye googles if necessary and this provides hygiene kept to a high standard throughout the day. The pupils can get muddy and messy and when continue their day to an inside lesson can remove the out clothing (Endeavor Montessori, 2020).

Learning outside at a young age can have various health benefits in the present and the future. Taking part in outdoor tasks can improve children’s physical health and enables the individual to take risks they could not do sitting in the classroom (Rogers, 2018). Additionally, the outdoor environment improves children’s well-being. Contemporary research proves that children who play outdoors are happier and can increase concentration levels in the classroom leading to higher grades. The children that did not take part in the outdoor activities were less connected and there were obvious effects on their mental health during the school day (Harvey et al, 2020). In conjunction with this data, further studies present that children who take part in risky play develop their large motor skills, have the ability to understand dangers in the natural environment and encourage confidence and self-esteem by exploration. These are vital skills that children will need to establish at an early age in order to progress through life whether in an indoor or outdoor environment (Mcfarland and Laird, 2018).

In contrast, it can be a danger to the child playing in a large outdoors area as it can be hard for the practitioners to watch all pupils at all times and if the child has a lack of understanding around the task it can put the students at risk. The teacher must be confident that every child is able to take part in activities by making the instructions understandable and step by step (The Welsh Government, 2009).  In addition to this, if a child does hurt themselves every incident must be recorded, and parents need to be informed of all aspects around the injury. This can build a parent teacher-relationship or completely take the trust away (Dalmot, Salmon and Goode, 2015). For instance, if the transition between each outdoor area is un safe, when the child is rushing from one activity to another they could slip and break their arm. Teachers must prevent these accidents from happening by creating risk assessments that are clear for the children and parents to understand to stop these situations from happening (Munoz, 2009).

Conclusion

In conclusion, every element is important in order to making an effective learning climate. The practitioner has a huge role to play in making learning accessible for the child, in every scenario the teacher is the connecting factor which allows the learning climate to be successful. Practitioners need to be highly educated and up to date on contemporary teaching methods to use in the classroom environment. The understanding that each child learns differently must be clear and the teacher must be ready to adapt more than one teaching approach every day to help the pupils to achieve the best they can. The idea that the teacher can tailor the learning experience to each child is ideal, the child’s needs have to be met and a child centred focus encourages learning development. The curriculum needs to be moulded to suit each child, not the child fitting the curriculum. With the use of wall displays so children can visually see their learning journey take place, peer support to enhance learning and appropriate behaviour throughout the classroom the teacher can create an outstanding place to enhance learning the curriculum. In conjunction with an effective learning environment, the practitioner must support learning through the whole community by building relationships with care givers and ensuring they are encouraging cognitive development at home as well.
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