Learning Through Doing – what Concrete, Experiential Learning Opportunities are there in a Primary School? 

Introduction

This journal article is centred around a key issue which is learning through doing. The research question for this study is ‘what concrete, experimental learning opportunities are there in a primary school?’. The aim of this study is to find out how schools provide this type of active learning for children and the benefits of doing so. 
As part of the research for this study, the researcher spent time in a primary school carrying out observations. This will be reflected on during this piece of writing. There will also be a literature review discussing relevant theories, policies and other research and an outline about placement activity. Following this, there will be a section regarding methodologies, ethical issues, the results found and a discussion about the key issue in regard to the research conducted and the information found. 

It is important to note that a total of ten days was meant to be spent in placement carrying out observations. However, due to the Covid-19 outbreak, only four days were able to be completed. Therefore, some case studies may be used.

Learning through doing, also known as experiential learning, is a contemporary key issue in education today. Beard, Beard and Wilson (2006) describe experiential learning as ‘the sense-making process of active engagement between the inner world of the person and the outer world of the environment’ (Beard, Beard and Wilson, 2006, p. 19). This study will find out what this look likes and how it is presented in education today. Since the introduction of The Foundation Phase (2015) there has been a significant emphasis on children learning through doing. According to The Foundation Phase (2015) children should be given hands on practical learning opportunities throughout each area of the curriculum. This emphasis on experiential learning also includes learning through play and outdoor learning. This research question aims to find out how a primary school can facilitate this ideology and guidance and incorporate it into everyday learning for the benefit of children’s learning and development. 

A learning theory that will be discussed and used in particular throughout this article is David Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning theory propositions and cycle in which he details how learning can be achieved from this method and how it is effective. This draws on other theories which will be discussed later on. 

Literature Review 

There are many foundational experiential learning theory scholars such as Friedrich Froebel, Lev Vygotsky, Jean Piaget and John Dewey (Kolb and Kolb, 2013). The basis for the observational element for this study was based on David Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning theory and cycle which will be discussed further on in this section. Friedrich Froebel (1826) first introduced the sentiment of learning through doing. He is well known for saying that ‘play is a child’s work’ (Pound, 2006). Froebel (1862) firmly believed that play was a fundamental part of children’s learning and was essential for their benefit. He came to value play as the highest form of learning (Bruce, 2011). He died in 1882 and his contributions and emphasis on play are still highly valued in education today (Pound, 2006). This work provided the sentiment and influenced other theorists. John Dewey’s (1897) theory on how children learn was based around two ideas. He stated that children learn by doing and that their education should be based on real-life experiences (Pound, 2006).  He believed that experimentation and independent thinking should be encouraged. Dewey (1897) also said that all children should be able to engage in opportunities which contribute to their knowledge and understanding of the world which is one of the areas of learning within the Foundation Phase (2015).
The theory in which this study is centred around is David Kolb’s theory (1984) which is based on six propositions influenced by these theorists amongst other twentieth century scholars. The first proposition is that ‘Learning is best conceived as a process, not in terms of outcomes’ (Kolb and Kolb, 2013). Whilst there are target milestones that children and adults must meet, Kolb (1984) states that the learning process does not end once the target is met. He describes learning as occurring ‘through the course of connected experiences in which knowledge is modified and reformed’ (Kolb and Kolb, 2013, p. 6). The second proposition is ‘All learning is re-learning’ (Kolb and Kolb, 2013). This is centred around the ideology that the learning process should involve children’s ideas about a topic in order to be examined and tested to be integrated with new ideas. This is a reflection on Piaget’s proposition of constructivism. It is the way that individuals construct their knowledge of the world ‘based on their experience and learn from experiences that that lead them to realise how new information conflicts with their more prior experience and belief’ (Kolb and Kolb, 2013, p. 7). To summarise an element of Piaget’s theories shortly, he used the word ‘schemas’ to describe mental representations which develop as children encounter new experiences and put ideas together (Pound, 2006). Third is ‘Learning requires the resolution of conflicts between dialectically opposed modes of adaptation to the world’ (Kolb and Kolb, 2013). This means that it is the difference of opinion and confliction that drives learning processes. The fourth proposition is ‘Learning is a holistic process of adaptation to the world’ (Kolb and Kolb, 2013). Learning involves the whole person not just cognitive elements but also thoughts and feelings. Fifth is ‘Learning results from synergetic transactions between the person and the environment’. In relation to Piaget’s terms, learning assimilates new experiences to existing concepts and accommodating existing concepts to new experiences (Kolb and Kolb, 2013). Lastly, ‘Learning is the process of creating knowledge’ in which there is a transaction between two different types of knowledge: social knowledge and personal knowledge. It is in this process that social knowledge is acquired and recreated in the learner’s personal knowledge (Kolb and Kolb, 2013). Kolb (1984) defines learning as ‘the process whereby knowledge is created through the transformation of experience. Knowledge results from the combination of grasping and transforming experience’ (Kolb, 1984, p. 41). 
Following these six propositions, he created a four-stage model of experiential learning. The first step is ‘Concrete experience’, followed by ‘Observations and reflections’, next is ‘Formation of abstract concepts and generalisations’ and lastly, ‘Testing implications of concepts in new situations’ (Miettinen, 2000).
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Figure 1. David Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning cycle (Miettinen, 2000).


To explain further, a concrete experience can be a brand-new experience or a reinterpretation of an experience that has already been encountered. Observations and reflections are an important step as it is in this step that any differences between experience and understanding are identified. Abstract conceptualisation is about reflecting on the experience. A new idea may be formed, or it may integrate with a pre-existing idea an individual may have already had. Testing implications of concepts is also known as active experimentation which is when the learner is able to apply these ideas.

The Foundation Phase (2015) is a crucial framework, in terms of policies, in regard to learning through doing. Its ideology is essentially based around ‘hands on’ experiences. It states 
Children learn through first-hand experiential activities with the serious business of ‘play’ providing the vehicle. Through their play, children practise and consolidate their learning, play with ideas, experiment, take risks, solve problems and decisions individually, in small and large groups. First-hand experiences allow children to develop an understanding of themselves and the world in which they live (Welsh Government, 2015 p. 3).
It also goes on to state 
Indoor and outdoor environments that are fun, exciting, stimulating and safe promote children’s development and natural curiosity to explore and learn through first-hand experiences. The Foundation Phase environment should promote discovery and independence… (Welsh Government, 2015). 
The statements support many of the ideas and beliefs of the theorists discussed above. For example, it represents Froebel’s (1826) firm belief that play is the highest value form of learning. It also reinforces Dewey’s (1897) theory that children learn through doing and that their education should be based upon real-life experiences (Pound, 2006). Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning cycle theory can be applied to situations in The Foundation Phase (2015). The propositions published by Kolb (1984) include a proposition which speaks about learning as a holistic experience. This is also supported in the Foundation Phase (2015) framework as it states, ‘Educational provision for young children should be holistic with the child at the heart of any planned curriculum’ (Welsh Government, 2015, p. 4). In a document published by Estyn entitled ‘Active and experiential learning’ (2017), they state that effective Foundation Phase (2015) practice involves allowing children to learn through ‘active involvement and experimentation indoors and outside’ (Estyn, 2017, p. 9). Estyn adds some further detail and also go on to say that ‘this means that they are often moving around, talking to one another, thinking of and trying other ways to do things’ (Estyn, 2017, p. 9). This is beneficial to children as it allows them to develop strong foundations for future learning.
Some key findings were published in an evaluation of the Foundation Phase (2015) by the Welsh Government. They stated that schools with greater use of Foundation Phase pedagogies have greater levels of pupil involvement and well-being (Welsh Government, 2015). They also stated that due to the Foundation Phase (2015) pupils were more likely to reach higher levels in English, with the majority of practitioners agreeing that the framework had led to improvements in both Literacy and Numeracy (Welsh Government, 2015). Estyn also reported some key findings in 2017. It was found that most pupils achieve well in mathematics when they have lots of interesting opportunities to use their skills through enhanced activities (Estyn, 2017). Estyn provide an example of pupils going on holiday and having to use their skills to work out costs. This supports Dewey’s (1897) idea that education should be based on real-life situations (Pound, 2006). Another key finding reported that around a quarter of children were able to transfer their mathematical skills to independent activities well (Estyn, 2017). This can relate to the last step of Kolb’s (1984) learning cycle in which he details testing implications in which learners apply an idea or skill they have learnt in one experience to another. 
Placement Activity 
For placement the researcher spent time in a primary school in a class which mixed the nursery and reception age groups. There was one class teacher and around four teaching assistants, dependant on the day. Some of the teaching assistants worked part time. During some parts of the day, two of the teaching assistants would take the nursery children into a separate part of the classroom to do nurture groups. There were thirty children in the class in total. The researcher spent time with both age groups and worked with children in groups and one on one during some activities. The researcher would sit with the teaching staff when the children were gathered together on the carpet for class teaching such as singing or reading stories and then would move around different areas of the classroom when the children went to their activities to observe. 

Methodologies 

The methodology used for this research study was observation and structured observation. General observational notes would be taken throughout the day and a structured observation would be carried out either every day or every time the children took part in an experiential learning activity. The aim of this study was to find out what experiential learning opportunities there were for children in a primary school. For the structured observations, David Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning cycle was used as the basis for a table to be filled in by the researcher. 


	Lesson/activity:
	Did I see this happening
	What I saw

	Concrete experience – the activity
	
	

	Reflective observation – sharing thoughts, processing
	
	

	Abstract conceptualization – reflecting on the experience
	
	

	Testing concept – applying what was learnt
	
	



Figure 2. Structured observation table created by the researcher. Based on David Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning cycle.

This observational method was chosen rather than another educational research method such as an interview because it allows the researcher to adopt a passive, non-intrusive role (Cohen et al. 2011). Due to the nature of the research question being a physical one, as it is a question asking about practical activity, it is more fitting to use observations rather than just asking a participant questions about what they do to provide first-hand opportunities. However, whilst there are strengths in this research method in relation to the given study question, there can also be weaknesses to this method. Cohen et al. (2011) explains that observations are ‘inevitably selective, and, in part, depend as much on the observer’s attention and opportunity to observe’ (Cohen et al. 2011, p. 459). The observational method must be effective in being able to answer the research question. The researcher must also be able to analyse the observations in more depth to acquire more information.

Ethical Issues

When conducting any research, it is of the upmost importance to consider ethical issues. BERA (2018) is the British Educational Research Association and sets out guidelines for researchers. Before attending the setting, the researcher must agree on an ethical form with their organisational institution and be read and signed by the setting which will be attended by the researcher. Ethical issues had to be considered for this specific research. 

There are strict rules and regulations when it comes to data protection. These are set out by the General Data Protection Regulators (2018). The data from this research will be shared only with module lecturers. The researcher and module lecturers will be the only ones with access to this data. The researcher is in control of the data and all data is stored on the researcher’s password protected computer. It is also only kept for as long as necessary. The risk to the participants is minimal. However, their time is precious, and some anxiety could develop if they have insufficient time to take part in the investigation. Therefore, it was explained to the participant that their participation is voluntary and that they may withdraw at any time. Another risk is to the University as this research is being carried out in the name of the University. If ethical guidelines are not followed, the University’s reputation could be at risk. Therefore, BERA (2018) guidelines are followed at all times. For participants, verbal feedback was provided at the of the placement. The participant was offered a copy of the research findings. A consent and information sheet were given to participants and no names of participants are used, or the name of the setting. Prior to attending the setting, the researcher was given a lecture on child protection. On arrival to the setting, it is stated on the researcher’s action plan that they will find out the name of the designated safeguarding and child protection officer. Also, a DBS, also known as the Disclosure and Barring Service, is given to the school. Throughout the time spent in the setting, the school issued a pass stating that the researcher was a visitor. This was given every morning by the receptionist. The researcher was also required to sign in. The pass also stated what organisation the visitor came from and the time they entered the building, linking with the sign in book at reception. At the end of the day the researcher would return the pass and sign out of the visiting book.


Results

As noted in the introduction, a total of ten days was supposed to be spent observing in the placement setting. However, due to the Covid-19 outbreak, only a total of four days was able to be spent observing. Therefore, case studies may be used as evidence to support study. 

In the time spent at the setting, there was evident experiential learning taking place and many of the activities took the form of learning through doing. The classroom teacher explained that they did not use worksheets. The classroom was split into different enhanced provision areas that would change every two weeks. On the Monday the teacher would model the activities. The aim of this is to promote independence and staff would be distributed accordingly. Many of the activities provided hands-on experiences.  

One of the areas in the classroom was a mathematics corner with numicons blu-tacked onto a whiteboard. The teacher had used numicon’s as a practical aid for the children to count the holes in them. They then had to work as a pair to write the correct number of holes next to each numicon using a whiteboard pen. This was set for the reception children and went up to the number twenty. Later on in the day, the numicon was then taken to the playdough area where the children had to use them to push holes into the playdough and count them. 

On Wednesday’s the class also takes part in ‘Welly Wednesday’. During this, the children will go outside to the forest area to play and take part in activities outside. Due to the surrounding circumstances of Covid-19, the researcher was not able to observe this. However, a case study of children of the same age group will be used to discuss this further. 

In the school in a case study by Estyn (2015), they have access to a small woodland area, allotment and gardening area. They have been praised by Estyn for enhancing children’s interests and skills. The children begin each session by sitting on the log area together and play games to support listening and communication. The rest of the session is led by the children and adults enhance activities when opportunities arise. For example, if the children are interested in dinosaurs the staff will give them frozen eggs and encourage them to investigate how the dinosaurs will escape. The children enjoy mixing potions using natural materials, making mud monsters and playing in the mud kitchen with real-life kitchen utensils. Children also learn how to plant and grow flowers and vegetables and partake in activities such as weighing pumpkins (Estyn, 2015). 

Discussion 

The results obtained have effectively interlinked to the theories and policies discussed in the literature review section of this article as well as them being similar to research found. The two activities discussed have been able to be used with Kolb’s (1984) learning cycle.

In the mathematical activity, the children’s concrete experience was being able to handle the numicons and count the holes physically. During the reflective observation step, the children who were in pairs were able to work together to count and share their individual thoughts and opinions together. Their abstract conceptualisation was being able to write the numbers onto the board. Lastly, the children were able to test the new concepts by applying it to a different situation. They did this later on when pushing the numicon into playdough to create holes that they needed to count. It can also be applied to other activities when counting is required. This is an example of a mathematical activity that children find interesting, rather than just having a mathematical worksheet, that Estyn (2017) say will help children achieve well as it is an enhanced activity. 

The second outdoor case study relates to a lot of the Foundation Phase (2015) pedagogy. It also consolidates many elements of the theories discussed. It supports Froebel (1826) in valuing play for learning and also Dewey (1897) in encouraging children to learn through doing and having their education directed by real-life experiences. The outdoor learning example can also be placed in Kolb’s (1984) learning cycle. There were many concrete activities described such as investigating dinosaur eggs, planting seeds and weighing pumpkins. For abstract conceptualisation children were able to reflect together. They may have had a new idea about how flowers grow, or it may have integrated with one they already had. The children also had lots of active experimentation opportunities such as applying the skills they had learnt in planting flowers to transferring them to planting vegetables. Similarly, it supports Piaget’s schemas in which children encounter new experiences and put their ideas from the experiences together. This example supports the Foundation Phase (2015) guidance as it has allowed children to be involved in their own learning and is an example of child-centred education. The Welsh Government say it ‘must build on what they already know and can do, their interests and what they understand. Active learning enhances and extends children’s development’ (Welsh Government, 2015, p. 4).

It is important to note that there are is some criticism and weaknesses surrounding learning through doing. The introduction of the Foundation Phase’s (2015) pedagogy emphasis on active learning required some practitioners to change their behaviour in order to support the experiential ideology’s (Waters, 2016). A challenge for practitioners was to define terms such as ‘active learning’ and ‘child-initiated’ (Waters, 2016). Some schools can also misunderstand experiential learning. Practitioners may see it as a time for children to have after they have finished their ‘real work’ (Estyn, 2017) conflicting with Froebel’s (1826) views. Estyn (2017) recommended that the Welsh Government should ensure schools have a clear understanding of active and experiential learning.

Conclusion

To conclude, the aim of this study was to find out how a primary school provides opportunities for experiential learning and how this benefits children. Effective research was found to support this way of learning which also interlinked with placement activity. Beard, Beard and Wilson (2006) say the strength of experiential learning is that ‘it provides an underpinning philosophy that acts as a thread joining many of the learning theories together in a more unified whole’ (Beard, Beard and Wilson, 2006). Though, it does force practitioners to consider the nature of what is meant by experience (Beard, Beard and Wilson, 2006). The Welsh Government have continued to provide schools with support to ensure the Foundation Phase (2015) philosophy of learning through doing is fulfilled successfully in the children’s best interests. 

The research conducted could possibly present opportunities for other studies such as how going to a compressive school where learning is much more book-based effects children’s learning and performance. To further this, research could be done on at what age practitioners think active learning is less effective or more effective. 

Going forwards, it is evident that the theorists’ ideas and beliefs discussed in the literature review are very present in education today and in how the curriculum is planned and developed. With a new curriculum underway, this study could be carried out again when it is in place. In Professor Graham Donaldson’s report Successful Futures (2015) it states that children should have real-life opportunities for learning, opportunities to learn from experts and have experiences outside the school.
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