Explain why teacher subject knowledge is important in relation to teaching Language and Mathematics in primary schools in Wales.
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In this essay, I will talk about the importance of teacher subject knowledge in relation to Language and Mathematics in primary schools in Wales. Although a topic for debate, I believe that having a secure knowledge of the subjects you are teaching is very important, and this is shown in Wales by the clear Governmental guidelines set out for those aiming to gain entry to teacher training within Wales. The Welsh Government currently dictates that to gain entry to a teaching course you must have a minimum qualification of grade B (or equivalent qualification) at GCSE in Maths and English (Welsh Government, 2019). This suggests that this minimum requirement at GCSE level is an acceptable level of subject knowledge to be able to teach Maths and English successfully. This is reinforced when applying to join a university course for teacher training in Wales with the taking of Literacy and Numeracy tests on the day of interview with your chosen universities and is also referenced within the “Investing in an excellent workforce” paper, published by the Welsh Government (2019). I personally believe that having a good level of subject knowledge is important, not only in the core subjects but across the curriculum as this allows you, as a teacher, to motivate and inspire your pupils in any subject you are teaching them. Pair high levels of subject knowledge with strong teaching skills and you can teach anything with enough confidence to make any lesson an enjoyable and worthwhile experience for each child.
Within this essay I will be focusing on the foundation phase, and more specifically Reception class of children aged 4-5. This is the area I personally found most challenging during my Professional Teaching Experience. I will look at the subject and pedagogical knowledge needed to competently teach a chosen skill in Mathematics and Literacy, using my recent experiences of teaching and observing during my Professional Teaching Experience at a primary school in South Wales. For mathematics I will be looking at the strand of using number skills and will discuss the importance of good subject knowledge when teaching young children to “use the concept of time in terms of their daily activities” (Welsh Government, 2013). For the Language section I will focus on the teaching of writing, and more specifically the ability to “copy and write letters, words and phrases” (Welsh Government, 2013). 
The skill development for Mathematics was time, and learning the ability to “use the concept of time in terms of their daily activities” (Welsh Government, 2013). The class had previously been introduced to clocks and the concept of time while I was teaching in Key Stage 2 during the first phase of placement, but the topic was then put on hold due to the school Eisteddfod and other school events that caused disruption to the regular timetable. This meant however that pupils had already attained a small level of understanding of time and had also been able to play with 3D plastic clocks when “exploring the classroom”, or learning through play. To pick the topic of time back up and help pupils remember what they had already learnt as well as prepare them for a more in-depth understanding of the concept of time, I read the story of “What’s the time Mr Wolf?” to them. Through the book Mr Wolf goes about his day and we see what he is doing at each hour of the day from waking up in the morning, to going to sleep at bed time. Although the session was to be primarily focused on mathematics, this was a good opportunity for the pupils to practice and improve their listening skills as well. Once we had read through the book, we went outside and played the game “What’s the time Mr Wolf?”. This is a fun way for the children to practice their understanding of number (Welsh Government, 2013) but to add to this, instead of simply announcing the time in answer to the question, the time was drawn on a small whiteboard in the format of an analogue clock, meaning the children had to look at the clock face and work out the time before moving. Each time the group moved the correct number of steps they were rewarded with praise and enthusiastic cheers. This links to the learning theory of behaviourism and operant conditioning through positive reinforcement. If pupils took too many steps as was seen on more than one occasion then the whole group would return to the starting point, this was a gentle form of negative reinforcement, with no real punishment as that would both spoil the game and possibly deter some pupils from trying to get the right answer but enough of a deterrent to cause them to think about how the answer given linked to how many steps they had to take. Skinner (1938) said that “actions followed by reinforcement are more likely to be repeated”. Although Skinner is known as the father of operant conditioning, his work is based on that of Thorndike’s (1898) law of effect. According to this principle, behaviour that is followed by pleasant consequences is likely to be repeated, and behaviour followed by unpleasant consequences is less likely to be repeated. After each child had taken a turn at being Mr Wolf, where they had to individually identify the time written on the whiteboard to me before announcing it to the rest of the group, we went back inside and read the book again. However, this time at each hour pupils had to show me the relevant time on their personal plastic 3D clocks. This was very effective in seeing how well each child had learned and which children perhaps did not understand quite as well. I also asked pupils what they did personally at certain times of day and what times they do certain activities, for example what time they wake up, what time they have lunch, what time they go to sleep and so on. This part of the lesson meant that the pupils could relate times of day to their own personal lives. Jean Piaget (1936) believed and was a major contributor to the learning theory of constructivism. Piaget (1936) believed that children take new knowledge like building blocks, and add them on to the knowledge they already possess. He believed that there are stages children go through with their learning called Schema. Because the class had previously touched on the topic of time, the foundations for the understanding had already been laid in their minds meaning the knowledge I was teaching them were building blocks onto an already started foundation. I believe this was quite beneficial to the lesson as I only had to reinforce the very basic construct of time before building on the concept of reading an analogue clock face and understanding how time relates to the things we all do in our day to day lives. There was not a high level of subject knowledge needed as such, as time is something all adults use every day, but a good knowledge of a variety of pedagogical techniques is needed in order to successfully pass the knowledge on, as telling the time and understanding the concept of times of the day can be a very challenging topic for many children in Key Stage 2, let alone for children aged 4 and 5 in Reception class. This way of thinking that children should learn certain things at certain ages is in contrast to the beliefs of Bruner who said that “We begin with the hypothesis that any subject can be taught effectively in some intellectually honest form to any child at any stage of development” (Bruner J.S. 1963. P.33). Bruner believed that a child could learn any about any subject or topic if taught with a “Spiral curriculum”, wherein complex ideas are taught at a simplified level to begin, and more complex levels are added on later. Although there was quite a high number of tasks involved in this lesson, they were broken up just enough by the need to go outside for the game element of the lesson and come back inside afterwards, that the children were not overloaded with tasks. Had there not been these short moments of distinction throughout the lesson then it is possible that there would have been too many activities within a short time frame. When this happens, although it may seem like pupils are focused on each task, there is only so much they will remember at the end. There is a delicate balance between not planning enough for a lesson, and planning too much. It is a good idea to have activities around the classroom that pupils can complete at their own pleasure should an activity run short for any reason, such as topical colouring sheets, pencil practice sheets or even a set of time-match cards which I created and prepared for the topic of time.
In English language lessons, the class topic was the book “Owl Babies” which had been read to the class several times throughout the week. The learning objective of the lesson I am going to discuss now was “To google owl facts and write them down”. This is a lesson I was mostly observing for before taking one ability group aside to lead them through the writing part of the objective. The class teacher sat the whole class on the carpet and discussed with them what they had learnt about owls so far this week. They then used the interactive whiteboard to quickly look up some facts about owls on the internet and made a list of 4 facts the children liked on a whiteboard. I copied this list onto a second whiteboard in the room I was going to be working in with my group. When the discussion was over and the facts had been decided upon, I took my group and sat them around the table. While I glued their learning objectives into their books, we discussed the story of the owl babies and thought up some questions we could possibly ask the next day when a visitor was going to be bringing in some owls for the class to see. Once each learning objective was glued in, I handed the books out and the pupils began to copy the facts from the board. I made sure to remind them that when writing, we start on the left side of the page and work to the right. If pupils made any mistakes, I would rub out the pencil marks and explain the correct way. If letter formation was incorrect, which was the most common mistake, I would either have them look at the lettering on the white board and try again, paying extra attention to the directional formation of the letter, or I would lightly write the lettering on their book for them to copy or trace. Which technique I used was dependant on the child, as even though the class was split into ability groups for this lesson, there was still a moderate level of differentiation required within each group.
Within this lesson, the Literacy and Numeracy Framework (LNF) strand of “writing across the curriculum” and in particular the skill of being able to “copy and write letters, words and phrases” was the literacy focus, but the lesson also covered other skills within the writing strand of the LNF such as writing from left to right, holding writing implements correctly and the ability to discriminate between upper and lower case letters (Welsh Government, 2013). It is important to not allow other skills to suffer in a lesson through concentrating too much on any singular skill. Similar to the maths lesson I spoke about above, there was not a great deal of subject knowledge required for this lesson, as is the way with the majority of lessons I saw during my time in Foundation Phase as the teaching is centred around the teaching of skills rather than the passing on of subject knowledge. However, the more important thing for teaching foundation phase is to have a solid grasp on a variety of different teaching styles and learning theories. One thing I noticed during my time in foundation phase, and in this lesson in particular, is that if a young child notices that another child is helping, they will instinctively try to help that child if they can. I saw a lot of social learning, with pupils offering help to those in need without prompting. Lev Vygotsky, a Soviet psychologist had a contrasting belief to Jean Piaget in terms of child development. While Piaget believed that development precedes learning, Vygotsky felt that social learning in fact precedes development. He said, “Every function in the child’s cultural development appears twice: first, on the social level, and later, on the individual level” (Vygotsky, L. 1978). Pupils helping each other shows links to the importance of Vygotsky’s theory of the more knowledgeable other, with young children seeing that they all work at individual levels of ability, and although they may not understand the workings behind that they instinctively help each other. Whether this is a method some children use to try and impress adults, or is in fact a natural instinct to help others I do not know. Of course, children are only able to offer help if the work is at the correct challenge level for them. If it is too easy, they will quickly become bored and become distracted. If the work is too much of a challenge, they will become discouraged, disheartened and quickly lose interest due to a feeling of not understanding the work. This is where Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development (Vygotsky, L. 1978) comes in to play. Vygotsky believed that there were specific levels of challenging work that were necessary to ensure optimal learning could be achieved. If work was too easy, then pupils would not learn anything new. If work was too challenging the same result was achieved. Vygotsky said, “the distance between the actual developmental level as determined by independent problem solving and the level of potential development as determined through problem-solving under adult guidance, or in collaboration with more capable peers" (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 86). This means that when a pupil is within their Zone of Proximal Development, providing the right level of scaffolding / support will boost them enough to achieve the task. The 2016 - 2017 Estyn report says that “In three-in-ten schools, leaders and teachers do not co-ordinate strategies to develop pupils’ literacy skills well. As a result, the curriculum does not provide planned, progressive opportunities for pupils to develop and extend their skills” (Estyn Report, 2017.p.19)
In conclusion, while I can see the absolute importance of having a good knowledge of any subject you teach, including maths and English, I believe that this alone is not enough to make an effective teacher. Without a secure knowledge of learning theories and pedagogical principles and the willingness to put them into action, a teacher will not be able to effectively and positively teach the skills required by pupils in order to allow them to take in and build upon the knowledge being shared. Although my subject knowledge in maths and English is at a good level and my confidence to teach the higher levels of these subjects is high, allowing me to confidently teach in a Key Stage 2 setting, I need to improve my knowledge of learning theories and pedagogies as I progress through my teacher training. This was very evident to me when I entered the reception class during phase 2 of my professional teaching placement. The 3 weeks I spent in that class showed me the importance of being able to teach even what I see as the most basic of skills as without these skills, children will find it extremely difficult to progress through school as more and more knowledge is unlocked and more challenging topics are presented to them. Tasks which may seem small and of little learning opportunities such as writing their own name, or copying a small number of words from the board are, in fact, extremely important in ensuring young children learn the basic skills needed to progress.
Making this improvement to my teaching ability will also help me greatly when Professor Graham Donaldson’s new curriculum comes into being within the next few years, as in his Successful Futures (2015) report, he talks about the importance of changing the way key stage 2 works to be similar to the workings of the current Foundation Phase in Wales.
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