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ABSTRACT

The purpose of developing a framework for a learning environment was to contribute to change in the way assessment of learning is conducted in view of the shift of educational values from content based (creating a ‘cultural gap’) towards a more goal-orientated process. Can learning and assessment be linked in a culturally inclusive learning environment? When students are empowered to learn by critically linking academic and other forms of knowledge residing in their community, the assessment process becomes a meaningful tool to them and they become involved in their assessment and its relationship to their culture and own realities. To this end, I developed the concept of an Exploratory Learning Environment.  The framework of such an environment draws on a number of principals generally associated with humanist/constructivist/postmodern approaches to learning and assessment.  Students’ ways of knowing, and how they learn, cannot be divorced from their individual, and yet socially (interactively) constructed (negotiated), cultural experiences (terms of reference). The philosophy of the Exploratory Learning Environment can be described as promoting engagement and construction, thus supporting learning for a sustainable future through cultural experience, inquiry, experimentation and critical reflection. 

This approach to assessment allows us to focus students’ learning on developing critical thinking skills whose validation comes from students’ own evaluation, rather than from an abstract source of authority. At the same time, teachers learn to reduce the grip they hold on the learning and assessment processes. They do so by adopting the role of a facilitator of the students’ negotiation process. This is very different from the traditional teaching practices where the learning process is restricted, rather than enhanced, by assessment and creates conditions for students to be the agents of change in developing a sustainable future.
A Learning Environment a Sustainable Future
Educators have grappled with how to fill accountability requirements and simultaneously assess for the purpose of monitoring individual student progress in education systems which value collective performances – cohort – student scaled course scores are added to form the aggregate score. Students are then ranked based on their aggregate score for a University Admission Index (UAI). For most individual students and teachers, this process is not only complex, but is characterized by a strong antipathy to the language, issues and values of western cultures (modernism) which can be seen in the regulation of class, racial and gender difference through rigid forms of assessment to sort and track. In this climate, the greatest challenge to educators is facilitating sustainable development which enables young people to benefit from educational opportunities designed to promote a sustainable future. The emerging conditions of interdeterminacy and hybridity are possible in Education for Sustainable Development when approaches to teaching and learning incorporate information systems which generate new socializing contexts for students as well as valuing their cultures as legitimate in the process of forging a personal or collective identity.   Thus, the relationship between learning and assessment, curricula and culture can be enhanced as it centered on dialogic interactions; the roles of teacher and student are shared and all voices are validated.  Such an approach no doubt creates challenges and discomfort but opens up creative possibilities for aligning learning and assessment in an environment that values home cultures.
The core value of any education is a relationship; between the teachers and students, curricula and cultures, learning and assessment. Such relationships help to integrate concepts such as cultural pluralism together with techniques for enhancing students’ motivation, self-assessment and self-awareness. It achieves this by enabling students, irrespective of their particular experiential conditions (e.g. their past, race, class, gender or age), to participate fully in the ongoing learning activities involving them in confronting, challenging, contesting, comparing, contrasting, constructing, connecting, collaborating and communicating meaning (adapted from Andrew Lian, 2000). Therefore the premise is that educational values should not only inform assessment in terms of outcomes and accountability as specified in national guidelines. They should also support a pedagogic process which helps to develop in students a heightened sense of the value of their own contributions to the community, academic and otherwise.  

The idea of cultural pluralism helps us to embrace the concept of culture more as historically-shaped experiences, rather than arbitrarily identified features (such as race, for example). This is because no single feature alone can determine its actual impact upon the students’ learning process. As Chambers explains below, there is a difference between one’s actual culture (i.e. interactions that shape us) and CULTURE as an abstract defined to differentiate one set of features from others:

[..] theoretically, where culture is understood as the mediating “context” of social interactions, so that there are notionally as many “cultures” as there are interactions, any given local context of such a kind is understandable as significant only as a factor of the other possible contextual mediations that it excludes: culture, in other words, forms a structural network of contextual differences. The “given” context, then, is a product of its insertion into a theoretically limitless field of possible cultural mediations, which can be called the global culture as opposed to the particular or local cultures that constitute it (and from which it has no separate existence). 

(Chambers, 1996: 147)

Cultural pluralism, therefore, is a notion reflecting the diversity of interactions which form our frames of references and which, as a result, inform our interpretations of reality. Culture, in this sense, is irreducible to language, nation or any other feature, and demands from teachers a more complex understanding of the motivations and perceptions informing students’ approach to learning activities. 

Empowering students to be agents of change can only occur when learning environments are cultural inclusive, and support exploratory and critical learning. When assessment criteria predetermine the learning outcomes, this results in teaching models where students’ learning needs are also predetermined. This process alienates students from their sociocultural context which shapes them and from which they derive their identify and the sense of their own value. Consequently, students become an object of pedagogic tools, rather than rightful participants in the lives of their various communities. Significant advantages can be gained when assessment is not limited to the measure of a ‘product’, but is based in pedagogy enabling critical negotiation. For example, students developed a sense of ownership of their learning task, felt motivated to explore conflicting issues, and, interestingly, valued the assessment process and looked forward to learning about the quality of their performance. Hence, students become agents of change in creating their own sustainable future. 
This educational approach, which centres on human concerns and values; that asserts the dignity and worth of humans and their capacity for self-actualization through the use of reason and scientific inquiry, is rooted in the writings of Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778).  Rousseau brought up the idea of one to one teaching and with hands on experience, which he assumed was the best way for the students to learn.  He believed that there was little for the teacher to do other than stand aside and observe.  For Rousseau, the learning environment was as important as the aim of education.  He believed educators should create opportunities for new experiences and reflection for students as “the power of the environment in determining the success of educational encounters, is crucial (a view Dewey shared) and a more effective [means of] education” (Darling, 1994: 16).  In his novel Emile, Rousseau outlined the natural tendency for people to learn, and which will flourish if nourishing, encouraging environments are provided and under the guidance of elders [teachers].  Hence, his educational goal was to maximise human potential rather than restrict it.  In other words, Rousseau considered learning environments to be places in which natural growth could take place and the facilitator “must accomplish their mission of educating, albeit in such a way that your pupil always believes himself to be the master, whereas it is always you who are” (Rousseau, vol. 4 1969: 362).  Furthermore, Rousseau’s understanding of assessing learning was by observations: “early judgments must be formed not through words or abstractions but through sensations and feelings” (Rousseau, ibid.) 

To create conditions for sustainable development, education needs to be a process whereby learning is continuous and reflective and assessment is continuous and collaborative reflection. While these elements have always been part of assessment, they however appear to have lost focus within the more factual orientation which is now encouraged by the accountability elements in assessment itself.  Furthermore, the later has prohibited sustainability by excluding students from the process. The implication then is to consider assessment as a continuous process which would represent a significant conceptual shift that extends beyond assessing mastery of knowledge to assessment of learning goals or “outcomes in critical thinking, cultural understanding, empathy, citizenship and social responsibility” (Astin, 1996). When children adopt the attitudes and behaviours of the society they inhabit, they are rewarded with a sense of belonging. Children who do not adopt the norms of their culture often have a sense of discomfort or dissatisfaction with the environment.  

A Learning Environment for a Sustainable Future then subverts the notion of assessment and looks at aspects of learning environments enhancing the relationship between curricula and culture, and learning and students’ own assessment which supports a sustainable future. It does so by proposing strategies assisting students in assessing the enabling power of the strategies (solutions) which they apply in the context of their learning activities.  Thus assessment refrains from the task of articulating the link between its criteria of judgment and those of the students. It is therefore the task of pedagogy to create this link in order for students to relate to assessment and for the assessment process to take account of the differences that students bring with them into the context of assessment.  
Thus, the focal point of a Learning Environment for a Sustainable Future, in the context of supportive learning environments that represent a balanced system (von Bertalanffy, 1968) basically means that the interaction of all components needs to be taken into account if a lasting change is to be produced. For example, the system as a whole determines in an important way how the parts interact. When all the parts are included (especially culture) and work together, the effect can be greater than that predicted by knowing only the separate efforts of the individual. In other words, the student’s product is a much more powerful predictor of their ability to ‘know’ and ‘show’ as it brings about a synergy – all parts working together.  Accordingly, the relationship between learning and assessment of learning will be working together in the sense of getting the benefits of cooperation and therefore enhanced. Assessment then will be holistic rather than fragmentary; it is self reinforcing and more rewarding for students and educators because it addresses the entire relationship rather than only selected elements of it.  Thus students are equal partners in the process of achieving sustainability and stakeholders in their communities. Therefore, classrooms need to be natural learning environments in which students are “a community of people with diverse knowledge rather than with the homogenized, age-segregated community called a ‘class’” (Papert, 1996). 
In such flexible learning systems the student is much more active than in a conventional classroom.  Exploratory learning environments relate to the world students live in and serve the needs of all students not just serving perceived needs which sustain traditional concepts of hierarchy and control by the nature of the environment. The control in such an exploratory learning environment is left completely to the user and this encourages students to explore and experiment to uncover relationships, to make meaning and to make informed decisions.  Thus, Exploratory Learning Environment (ELE) is based on humanist, constructivist, postmodern approaches which describe a cycle of events, in which the students’ learning processes are related to learning goals and assessment that emphasises outcomes (or standards) which reflect these learning goals. It is a thinking matrix which, instead of providing one ‘right’ way of assessing learning, offers a series of decision making stages which lead links assessment to learning and is meaningful to all students.  

The concept of an ‘exploratory learning environment’ has evolved from observations of several supportive learning environments including situational contexts over a decade ago; strategies implemented encourage ‘learning by doing’, students making choices and critical dialogue through negotiation, effective communication and collaboration in natural learning environments.  The main goals are to combine these elements in ways that make it possible to broaden experiences for students; to individualize learning activities to a greater degree and to better support assessment of learning. 

Consequently, in the Exploratory Learning Environment we integrate pedagogic task construction and students’ expectations. To this end, we concentrate on strategies, or tools, enhancing students’ critical forms of engagement in their community. We aim for the academic knowledge, which they construct as a result, not to serve arbitrarily constructed performance indicators, but the students themselves and the community which they engage. Regarding assessment, the objective is to ascertain the diversity of conflict-generating concerns which students take into account in order to motivate the kinds of socially responsible solutions that they create and, as a result, the kinds of relationships which they want to establish. This approach to assessment allows us to focus students’ learning on developing critical thinking skills whose validation comes from students’ own evaluation, rather than from an abstract source of authority.

The ELE, therefore, is about creating conditions allowing students to negotiate the terms of reference which inform their interpretations of the learning demands. The objective of this negotiation is to help students to create their own interpretations of those learning demands by evaluating (negotiating) the enabling power of the strategies which they apply in their learning context. Validation of those strategies is a function of the enabling power that they offer. The more students can do, the more appropriate strategies they create in developing a sustainable future. Consequently, in an ELE environment, students do not assimilate knowledge. Rather, they create knowledge by being helped to question the enabling power of the strategies (solutions) which they apply in the context of their learning activities. The outcome of this process is an expansion of the understandings which inform their interpretive systems. The more students are challenged, the stronger the information basis they create for evaluating subsequent learning demands.   

The concern with developing a learning environment, which promotes sustainable futures, is the link between concept of learning as negotiation (exploration) and assessment. While it is argued that assessment should motivate the design of learning environments, it is believed that assessment must do this in way which does not reduce students to objects without history and, as a result, to automata whose lack of individual history prevents them from taking a stand, or critically approaching information.  The concern with the methodology, the ethics of learning and a sustainable future is not new.  The ancient Greeks saw it as educationally important to ‘Know thyself’, Rousseau’s ‘wholeness and harmony’; John Dewey ‘reflective self-awareness’ and Vygotsky ‘social interaction’ are buzzwords in education today. However, unless our intellectual frameworks strive to make assessment equally ethical when seeking to assist learning, our teaching practices will be reduced to techniques for transmitting information, rather than supporting its critical appraisal and construction for sustainable educational growth. 

Thus, critical forms of learning that can be supported in a learning environment where both, students and teachers proceed by critically examining the assumptions which inform their criteria of judgment. From the students’ perspective, this means that students are empowered to learn by considering competing perspectives/experiences/points of view. On the other hand, from the teachers’ perspective, this means continuously questioning (and, therefore, critically evaluating) the design of the conditions enabling this form of students’ learning. Consequently, each party is given the possibility to negotiate their understanding of the learning objectives from the perspectives enabled by this process of critical reflection. Each party, therefore, explores and, as a result, never stops learning about, the understandings which give value to the expectations of themselves and others. The exploratory feature of this process allows us to formulate principals of a learning and assessment model to which we refer as an Exploratory Learning Environment (ELE).   
Exploratory learning environments do not guide students towards some predefined outcome, but offer conditions for students to make decisions about the objectives that drive their learning process. Students are empowered as agents of change.  In other words, equal stakeholders in the process of creating their own market capital for the future. In contrast, when students are not agents of change, wherein the Didactic Theory or lower order thinking, which Cannella and Reiff (1994) label as memory-oriented transmission models, is operational in classrooms it is assumed that students who have no questions typically are learning well, while students with a lot of questions are experiencing difficulty.  Learning is assessed according to the evidence that teachers identify as indicating transfer of knowledge from them to the student. On the other hand, in Critical Theory, or higher order thinking (Paul, 1995: 276), it is believed that students who ask questions are demonstrating a significant sign of learning. Knowledge is formed through a meaningful involvement, not by imitation or repetition (Kroll & LaBoskey, 1996). Learning activities in culturally inclusive and constructivist settings are characterized by active engagement, inquiry, problem solving, and collaboration with others. Assessment is found in the students’ ability to explain in their own words, with examples justifying why and how it is so and why it is relevant.  The notion that people construct their own meaning is also consistent with the major influences of Piaget (1973) and Vygotsky (1978) about the nature of the development of learning. 
The Exploratory Learning Environment (ELE) sets up a framework (ELE framework) where curriculum function as guidelines supporting expansive learning, by providing opportunities for students to engage in environments that support their articulation, explication and defend their ideas and hidden motives.  Students are able to manage meaning amid a high degree of uncertainty about how to accept and have ownership of their learning.  The key features of the ELE are that conditions are created which:

1. facilitate and support learning
2. recognise cultural diversity and home cultures
3. engage students in higher level cognitive activities

4. provide students with opportunities and means for motivating and effective self-directed learning

5. enable learning by doing

6. support assessment of learning by focusing the process of learning through constant and constructive feedback

Exploratory learning is the students’ context that gives them opportunities to direct their own learning as they explore and construct their own realities.  It disestablishes assessment illusions of reality because assumptions are subject to disapproval, or at least refinement.  That means, traditional questioning for responses that cover the content and process.  These objectives dictate pedagogy and the nature of assessment in favour of observation of students identifying (what they know) analysing (what they need to know) rather than connecting students with the situation or context to generate their questions (how we can know them) in order for them to produce their own product (their attempts to understand their reality) which reflects an understanding of educating for peace and sustainable development.
The design of this exploratory learning environment embraces home cultures thus avoiding ‘cultural gaps’.  Nothing is simplified or pre-specified for the student.  The entire exploratory learning process is designed to assist and support students in developing hypothetico-deductive problem solving responses which centre on hypothesis generation and evaluation.  Since the students have responsibility for their inquiries, there is no guarantee that all responses will be resolved.  However, any given hypothesis occurs in several problems, and hence if it does not arise in one, it will almost certainly arise in one of the other hypotheses or solutions.  Thus, the outcomes of the program enable students to investigate (know) and construct their own version of their understanding of their world (show) and summarised as:
learning environments play a catalytic role in opening the minds of educators to new ideas about students, learning, and the role of assessment in the learning process.
Without this form of reflection, the potential of learning environments will never be realise the relationship among students and between people and nature. 

Implementing the ELE

The Exploratory Learning Environment theoretical framework offers a methodology that allows learning-by-doing (exploration - natural learning) as an effective technique for learning, in particular for student self direction, pace, discovery and exploratory experiences. This technique enables students to make meaning and understand their own reality.  Essentially, current literature on learning theories suggests that understanding from experiences is best gained in learning environments which feature some of the following principles.  To enable assessment to be an integral part of that learning process, these ten principles were adapted to ensure inclusiveness of learning and assessment when implementing Exploratory Learning Environments (ELE model):

1. Supportive Environments provide contextual situations for students to engage with the real world and are not restricted by subject or discipline boundaries and which in the past may be linked to their prior understanding. As students understand at different paces, supportive environments nurture all learning styles. The control of the environment is left completely to the student.

2. Exploration encourages students to initiate and create their own realities and manipulate information and ideas in ways that promote meaning and understanding, and can confidently and coherently communicate ideas, arguments and explanations which augment the students’ experiences and hence their personal understandings of the real world.

3. Experimentation emphasizes insights, critical thinking - hypotheses to make connections and disclose relationships and meaningfulness – relating new to existing experience.  

4. Experience/Discovery provides opportunities for students to experience and discover, to test alternatives experimentally. By understanding themselves in different situations, students restructure thoughts, perceptions and actions into a more integrated, coherent whole.

5. Inquiry encourages meaningful learning through abstract thinking, reasoning interpretation, analysis organizing and problem-solving.

6. Critical Dialogue is a process that arises out of interaction that enables students to discover other people’s viewpoints and, in so doing, better appreciate their own understanding.  Discussion always precedes written explanation, because it helps to think about and contextualize situations.  In other words, critical dialogue gives the means, ability, or opportunity to do.

7. Reflection and Culture as a process of meaning provides opportunities for students to appreciate cultures, create positive relationships and help create their own reality with a sense of community.  Culture is best approached through language. 

8. Feedback or self and peer assessment promotes reflection and self discovery to encourage students’ own construction of reality.  Through regular assessment students gain confidence and a greater awareness of the real world and their own realities.

9. Cooperative learning through encouraging group activities and sharing discovery learning.  Students are responsible for one another's learning as well as their own and this can increase interest among the participants and promote critical thinking. Hence shared learning provides opportunity to engage in discussion, take responsibility for one’s own learning, and thus become critical thinkers (Totten, Sills, Digby & Russ, 1991).  

10. ICTs supporting communication for co-discovery and information access. Students’ answers to questions or problems can be evaluated immediately.

The ELE Methodology
The methodology is composed of six steps, which involves 
1) the rationale,

2) setting the context of the classroom, i.e. setting conditions which allow students to negotiate the terms of reference which inform their interpretations of the learning demands)

3) generate opportunities

4) feedback loop

5) assessment stages - connect learning with assessment

6) evaluation and reflection.

The ELE Methodology
	THE ELE METHODOLOGY

	Starting the Program

	1. Introduction:  Rationale “assisting students to explore, engage, explain and elaborate will make learning a part of living, not just a preparation for it, and in so doing enhance the relationship between learning and assessment”.

2. Environment Setting (including teacher/students)

	Setting the Context

	1. Explain the process of learning and assessment

2. Assign tasks, handout on The Nature of Conflict of The Nature of Urbanisation
3. Define the problem

	Preplanning Summative Assessment and Feedback Loop

	Hypothesis
	Learning Issues
	Action Plan

	Students’ conjectures regarding the context – may involve causation, effect, possible resolutions
	Students’ lists of what they know or understanding in order to generate their own questions to complete the assessment task
	Things that need to be done in order to complete the process

	4. Reasoning, Exploring, Investigating, Discovering 

5. Generate, Evaluate and choose a course of action

6. Teacher (Researcher) records observations of Environment include the date, time, place and as much detail as possible about what occurred, including significant verbatim details of conversations.   Review data at intervals, with a view through the 'critical window' to direct the research towards further observations in order to clarify points or look for exceptions.

7. Collect Assessment Data prior to ELE Intervention and Set up Feedback Loop.

	Formative Assessment Stage

	IDEAS (Hypothesis)
	DATA
	LEARNING ISSUES
	ACTION  PLAN

	Reason/Expand/

Elaborate
	Interpret/Evaluate/

Synthesize and Re Evaluate
	Identify/Justify/

Validate
	Make Meaning based on understanding of own reality

	8. Conduct Interviews: formal interviews consisting of a written list of questions to be covered in a particular order (see Appendix F).  Informal interviews: try to get the students to speak freely with minimum control of their responses.

9. Continue to collect data through participant observation and feedback options

	Performance Presentation and Summative Assessment

	10. Students as well as Researcher (Teacher) to assess the ‘product’ being presented to the class.  Hand out Peer Assessment Rubric (see Appendix D), Researcher’s (Teacher’s) Rubric (Appendix C) and Student Self-assessment Rubric (Appendix I).

	Evaluation and Reflection

	11. Self-assessment (followed by ELE Feedback Survey) for all participants
12. Reasoning and Reflection on the process of learning and the ‘product’ of that process.

13. Reassess the process and complete the Student Self-assessment Rubric.

14. Review Methodology and analysis of data.


ELE –Learning context and unit outline of Conflict/Urbanisation
	YEARS 8 - 10
	DURATION – 8 weeks

	EXPLORING AND UNDERSTANDING CONTEXTS
	CONSTRUCTING OWN REALITIES

	Project Question:  How would you deal with different types of conflict and why? Or
                              How would you deal justify the need for Urbanisation?

	Develop your own area of interest and formulate questions that you want answered.


The program was designed to illustrate the effectiveness of exploratory learning environments and comprised six different activities to take place over an eight-week period.  
Activity One: Investigation. This activity begins by brainstorming the notion of conflict/ urbanisation to establish relationships between different types of conflict [and urbanisation vs rural communities.
Activity Two: Analysing Conflict. This activity is designed to help students understand the function of conflict/urbanisation in relation to their world.

Activity Three: Growth and Development. This activity is designed for students to identify the phenomena of conflict [perception of urbanisation].
Activity Four: Situations. In this activity, students will be asked to examine and create situations or simulate pre-existing situations. Before creating scenarios, the students explored different situations nationally and globally.  

.

Activity Five: Conflict as a dominant feature. The focus of this activity is to confront the issue and an awareness of everyday conflict [urbanisation on cultures].  Data will be collected and presented to demonstrate the nature of conflict.  The results of students’ explorations are to be reported to the class and with feedback.

Activity Six: Historical View. The historical impact of conflict [urbanisation] will be explored in this component of the unit with elaborations and the re(structuring) of information by comparing, contrasting and contesting data.  Choose a course of action.

‘Product of the Process’. The final phase provides students with a setting in which they conduct individual and collaborative research with the intention of presenting and sharing their ‘final product’ with the class.

These activities create exploratory learning experiences that enable exploration engagement, explanation, elaboration, and evaluation and excitement, to motivate learning as the environment becomes dynamic and conducive to learning. Learning became a process of constructing meaningful representations, of making sense of one's reality, which reflect the values and knowledge systems of respective cultures. In this process, students' errors are seen in a positive light and assessment then is a means of gaining insight into how they are organizing their experiential world.

Criteria used assessing learning in the ELE: 

1. What questions will enable students to explore and define problems? (Explore/Understanding)

2. What questions will generate inquiry and active involvement, where their ideas become an important part of the process? (Engaging/Inquiry) 

3. What questions will enable them to confront and challenge, and create opportunities for them to inquire, formulate and reflect on their assertions?  (Discovering/Investigation) 

4. What questions will encourage them to explain and express their new understanding to others and further adapt their ideas in light of the feedback they receive? (Validating/Interpretation) 

5. What questions will create an environment in which they will have opportunities to make meaning based on an understanding of their experiences, values and own reality in relation to the film texts and contexts? (Internalising/Communication) 

6. What questions will provide students with opportunities to contest, compare and contrast their new thinking in different ways? What opportunities will enable them to formulate new questions which arise from their new understanding? (Evaluating/Consideration) 

In the Vygotskian tradition, the teacher would believe that it is important to name and repeatedly use the question types that are situationally useful, such as

· What about the question that would encourage anybody to want to pursue it and in this particular context?

· What ‘work’ will pursuing the questionners do in our immediate context (our inquiry, problem, task or dialogue)?

In asking the questions teachers will ensure that they require more than

a) recall or reproduction of a skill or process; and that

b) the students will benefit from attempting to answer them and the educator will learn more about the students from their attempts; and

c) that the questions are open; that is there may be several acceptable responses.
The effectiveness of this self directed learning, self-efficacy and the educator’s role in facilitating environments is contingent upon the relationship between learning and assessment. The classroom is still a real challenge to widening participation, especially for the gender and culture of students, in providing a natural learning environment. 
Validating Relationships 

Over the past hundred years and particularly in response to demands for accountability in schools since the 1960s, stakeholders have advanced the belief about mastery of content being valid and reliable measures of learning and important decisions about students are made on the basis of scores of these assessments. As students differ according to ability, interests and motivation, it is impossible to assess them in the same way. All students have a natural talent for constructing their own understanding but that natural talent has been repressed by the present forms of assessment.  The ELE therefore, offers an environment that enables students to be inquirers, thereby understanding what it means to be in charge of their own learning, monitor their success and make decisions. Assessment in the ELE model focused on identifying the process of learning and the product of that process, which not only met students’ needs for understandability and motivation but removes the ‘culture gap’.  Educators are then better positioned to document learning, and make informed decisions, thus all the stakeholders benefit from the reality of meeting accountability and outcomes when exploratory learning environments optimize the relationship between the notion of nature and learning and assessment.

A Learning Environment for a Sustainable Future can demonstrate the power of exploratory, culturally inclusive learning environments in providing opportunities for students to meet difficult challenges, to sustain creative endeavours, and to attempt something new, all important aspects for sustainable development. Vygotsky's Zone of Proximal Development derived in part from his understanding of the relationship between effect and reason, hence the importance for assessment to reflect the process of learning.  Learning and assessment are flexible in terms of achievement (attainment of learning goals and outcomes) and dependent on the sociocultural learning environment.

Conclusion

To summarize, what is most essential about assessment is understanding how assessment can influence learning.  Dewey urged that educators provide conditions that enable the student to engage in inquiry, and to guide inquiry so that it leads to a broader understanding of the culture to which the student is to enter.  In other words, students should learn through assessment. This will be achieved if educators and administrators appreciate the value of learning environments which facilitate inquiry, investigations, interpretations, and understanding of one with nature and apply these fundamentals when evaluating and assessing learning.  The ELE model of assessment reflects real-life situations and is a multi-faceted view of the students’ progress or to the analogy like a video tape of a students’ understanding, whereas content driven assessment is more a snapshot of the students’ understanding.

In supporting the development of a sustainable future, the Exploratory Learning Environment encourages students to be become actively engaged in defining their own problems, generating and evaluating alternatives and defending their course of action.  The focus is on students as constructors of their own knowledge and understanding.  Their performances are monitored, evaluated and judged on how they apply and communicate their own versions of reality. 
Essentially, the paradigmatic shift in the ELE framework is a shift from traditional classrooms to learning environments in which the teacher is a learning resource (rather than a controller of learning), with the integration of constructivism, which asserts that we learn through a continual process of constructing and interpreting, while postmodernism accepts modifying our own versions of reality based on our own cultural experiences.

Finally, in looking at education in the real world, students like employees
need to perform tasks, demonstrate skills or produce a product that will
demonstrate what they know and can do rather than take a test which does not
include the process which bore the fruits.  The Exploratory Learning Environment challenges the way most people think about learning and assessment. This transformative aspect makes the concept difficult for many to grasp. The education system has been subjected to many far-reaching initiatives which are about improving learning, yet are based on little evidence about their potential to meet those concerns when seeking to assess students or providing opportunities for students to increase their own market capital and sustainable future.  

Education for a Sustainable Development can be realised when learning is embedded in natural learning classrooms; more specifically, an exploratory learning environment. Furthermore, assessment is an essential feature of any learning environment when it considers the process of learning, thereby producing improved learning gains in performance by the students.  Black and Wiliam (1998b) offer recommendations for changing assessment by beginning with students, the ‘ultimate user’ of that assessment information which is geared towards improving their learning.  To be truly beneficial to students, assessment information should focus on the task, not the student, and students need to understand that feedback and evaluation assists them improve their assessment of their product by understanding the process of learning.  Rather, they create knowledge by being helped to question the enabling power of the strategies (solutions) which they apply in the context of their learning activities. The outcome of this process is an expansion of the understandings which inform their interpretive systems. The more students are challenged, the stronger the information basis they create for evaluating subsequent learning demands.  

Classrooms and students are not just settings for implementing ideas; they are frameworks of interpretation that teachers use for knowing: knowing when and how to act and react, what information to present or explain and how, when to respond or correct individual students, how to assess and reformulate what they have just taught to. Finally students’ ability to explain and justify their course of action demonstrates their understanding of the real world, as well as their capacity to reason systematically when defending their own version of reality.  This means that students must be active participants in the process and be given increasing responsibility for using the feedback, self-evaluation and assessment data to monitor and improve their own learning in a positive and meaningful manner. When students are situated in such environments, they engage in their investigations, they interact with peers, and become motivated and committed to building partnerships which share the vision for a better future based on exploratory learning, negotiation and teamwork.
It is this questioning of the qualities of the learning environment which teachers create that enables them to derive a better understanding of their students’ achievements. Thus it is no longer teachers’ expectations that guide their assessment, but their capacity to challenge those expectations and, as a result, to negotiate them against conflicting assumptions. This negotiation process allows teachers to develop a fuller understanding of students’ learning outcomes. Further, the same process assists the students whose learning is enhanced as teachers provide them with continuously more sophisticated and critically informed support structures. Thus, it is concluded, learning is enhanced when assessment does not serve itself, but to improve students’ learning conditions, i.e. cultural inclusive learning environments which better contextualize learning outcomes.
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