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Part B (i)

With the commissioning and subsequent publication of the Successful Futures report by Donaldson (2015), the principles of teaching and pedagogical approach have never been so important.

The Successful Futures report highlighted that a number of students were leaving school with insufficient literacy and numeracy skills.  It provided recommendations on how education in Wales needs to change, thereby enabling students to leave school with an educational standard for the businesses of tomorrow. These recommendations called for changes to the curriculum, surrounding not only what needs to be taught, but also how it should be taught (Donaldson, 2015).

Donaldson (2015) states in his report that our children are already immersed in a technological age and that as such, they should be taught the fundamentals.  To do this from a young age would give the younger generation a head-start in the new technological era.  Together with this was an indication that Welsh industry had already provided influence in respect of the skill set that will be required.  As such, there was an emphasis from industry for 

     ‘… scientific, technology, engineering and mathematical competencies…’ 

Donaldson, (2015) p7 

Further to this was pressure from the Welsh Government that the young students were taught more of their history and language. This has resulted in the Cwricwlwm Cymreig (Donaldson, 2015).

Donaldson implied in the report that in the new curriculum, the change of focus should not only take into consideration putting strategies in place to address the lack of literacy and numeracy, but also that students should be taught in a more constructivist manner (Donaldson, 2015). This is where students are provided with enough knowledge to solve a problem, but the issues are resolved through experimentation and by their own means. The process which they go through in solving the problem is where the learning comes into effect.

The constructivist learning style has been promoted as a method of keeping the student engaged, and therefore active in the learning process (Miller-First, 2017).  This is also confirmed by Miller-First (2017) when he cites the work by Woolfolk (1993), who stated that the key to learning is where the student learns through actively using knowledge, rather than being given knowledge and not putting it into context.

Jean Piaget is considered as one of the most influential academics within the constructivist approach to education and the child learning process.  His work has influenced teaching practices, specifically due to the advice that it gives on the level of knowledge that children should attain at various ages, but it was his initial investigations, which are attributed to the constructivist theory which led to additional research, such as that conducted by Woolfolk. Supporters of the constructivist theory are academics such as Bruner (1961), Papert (1980) and Steffe and Gale (1995) all of which were cited by Pritchard, (2008) as academics whose work all support the notion of active learning through discovery.

However, the constructivist theory of learning is not without its critics.  Critics such as Mayer (2004), who criticises constructivism using a three-strike rule, where the strikes represent aspects of the constructivist theory, and research is provided which discredits that aspect.   Research conducted by Shulman (1966), found that being guided by a teacher was much more effective than students learning through experimentation and finding the answer themselves.   

Kirschner et al., (2006) also criticise the constructivist approach, their argument is based upon evidence, which stated that the approach had no bearing upon how the long term, short term and working memory is used within the brain.  The approach centres upon the use of working memory and Kirschner et al argue that this caused difficulties with the student’s ability to learn.  Research by Clark (1989), cited by Kirschner et al., (2006) stated that students who used the constructivist method achieved lower attainment levels when comparing tests taken both before and after the learning process.

The behaviourist approach is more scientific in that learning is deemed to take place by the influence of external factors, and that learning takes place through changes in behaviour. At the beginning of the 20th Century, Ivan Pavlov started his research (Windholz, 1997) and his study which involved his dogs confirmed that certain behaviours could be conditioned through a regime of reward and punishment.  Pavlov’s research into conditioning was enhanced by Skinner’s research into children in the 1950’s and was published as an educational theory (Day, 2016). 

In the behavioural approach, the external influence is provided by the teacher who plays a more active role in the learning process.  Some critics of the constructivist method of teaching have cited the fact that the influence of the teacher in the classroom was more successful in a student’s learning, for example the research of Shulman (1966) as detailed above.  The behaviourist approach is not without its critics, Mujis and Reynolds (2005) state that the approach has been proven to be too limiting.  Examples of how children use and understand grammar or how they can sort items into categories without external influence are examples given to confirm this.

However, whichever approach to learning is taken, how teachers challenge their students is as important as the delivery. The ‘Pygmalion effect’ as coined by Rosenthal and Jacobsen in the 1960’s, is important in this.  A teacher’s expectations of the student’s ability is important, and where the expectation is high, the student will themselves aspire to a higher level than they would otherwise. Research by Rosenthal and Jacobsen in the 1960’s, suggested that only those who were deemed to be of a higher level were challenged (Allison and Thalby, 2017).  

Dweck (2012) supports this stance through her decades of research into mindsets.  She believes that the individual mindset is of paramount importance in learning.  A growth mindset will mean that the approach of the student is more positive, and that there will be motivation to learn.  A conclusion, which can be drawn from this is that, a teacher through their actions has the ability to change the mindset, and therefore attainment of their students.

This approach is also supported by Hattie and Yates (2014), who state that teachers should aim to for their students to be in a ‘struggle zone’ of learning. The struggle zone is where learning takes place, the student is not overwhelmed by a perceived enormity of a task, and that it is not too easy for them.  In fact, the same problem could be given to a variety of students who have differing attainment levels, as long as the help given or scaffolding, would be designed to ensure that they are in their different levels of struggle zone.

To ensure that learning is being attained by the students, an assessment for learning strategy is used.  This is where students are assessed to ascertain where the students are in the learning process. The assessments can be formative, the use of questions in the classroom being an example of this, or summative assessments, which are deemed as formal exams.  A criticism that has been levelled at assessment for learning, is that exams and testing to ascertain the grades of the student took precedent over the actual requirements of the Assessment Reform Group, who produced and oversaw the definition of assessment for learning (Pollard and Black-Hawkins, 2014).  

In 1956, Bloom et al., published their Taxonomy of educational objectives.  This was one of the most important academic writings, as it provides a teacher with a framework of cognitive learning and forms the basis of how teachers can develop a student’s understanding through the use of progressively difficult tasks (Denby, 2015).  While Bloom’s Taxonomy and the slightly revised model published by Anderson and Krathwohl (2001) are widely used, they are not without their criticisms.

Wineburg and Schneider (2010) argue that placing knowledge at the first level impacts upon the perceived status of knowledge within the process and furthermore without knowledge, none of the other factors within the Taxonomy are possible.

Hirst (1974), Ormell (1974) and Pring (1971), all cited in Furst (1981), all criticise the behaviour characteristics that the Taxonomy is based on, citing that this could lead to confusing the objective with the test outcome. Given that the Taxonomy is behaviourist in nature, in my opinion it appears to go against the heavily constructivist demands, which the new curriculum in Wales will adopt following implementation of the recommendations of the ‘Successful Futures’ report published by Donaldson (2015). However, at the same time, Blooms Taxonomy can assist with the proposed new curriculum envisaged by the Donaldson report, because the Taxonomy can be used in the development of a curriculum (Keegan, 1977).

Conclusion

In my opinion, the Donaldson report is one of the most influential reports affecting the Welsh curriculum, and therefore the underlying scheme of work which is produced. The report addresses the requirements for meeting the education needs of students, industry and how this will need to be delivered.

Current requirements suggest that there is a need for our school leavers to have attained the skills to think innovatively, to be able to solve problems, be adaptable and prepared for future jobs.  

The pedagogy and delivery of education standards must therefore adapt to meet this new criterion.  I personally believe that there should be a combination of constructivist and behaviourist strategies.  Behaviourist in that the teachers should plan to give all the necessary skills and knowledge to allow a more constructivist outcome for their delivery. This should be assessed through Assessment for Learning strategy, with changes to the assessment questioning style to allow for a constructivist thinking process. This change in method could possibly meet the needs of the future, with literacy and numeracy etc. being more of a focus, during the development of the Scheme of Work in the planning stage.
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Part ii)

The microteach experience was the first time that I had been in a secondary school environment since leaving school in the early 1990’s.  As such, it gave me the opportunity over the two days to get used to the surroundings, albeit with a limited number of children.

The lesson which I had prepared was specifically developed using subject knowledge that I deemed myself to be lacking.  As such, the lesson was planned with cashflow forecasts in mind.

In respect of the lesson which I delivered, I changed the starter that I had planned the night before my microteach session. In retrospect, the way that this was delivered would be changed. The reason for this, was that firstly the plan was to use the music as the starter, while I took the register.

I had also planned for the change by asking what subject the music, a song by ‘Against the Current’ could be applied to.  I scaffolded this by including the lyrics for the song and colour coding them. This was an attempt at differentiation through the use of scaffolding.  However, this did not work, only one of the students in the room ‘got’ the answer, and I think that while I stated they would have to use their imagination, it was far too difficult.  In future and given my recent experience of teaching in my placement, I will not be using music for the foreseeable future, and I would use a different starter activity.

A further criticism of the use of the music as a starter, was because it was used during the taking of the register itself.  It has been confirmed to me both through the feedback provided, and during my placement in school, that the register should be completed in silence.  An issue from my playing music, was that the students could not hear me taking the register and the music was too loud.

However, despite it not working as I had planned, I was pleased for the imaginative use of music as a starter activity. Some of the feedback that I received stated that it was an imaginative use of audio and not something that they have seen before.  

I could not find any literature there appears to be not very much literature on the use of music as a starter activity.  However, Masters dissertation research by Bryant-Jones et al., (2003), Behar, (2000), and Lewis, (2002) all refer to the use of background music having a benefit in the ability of the students to learn. Dinsmore (2003) noticed that the mood of students was more relaxed and helped them stay on task.  While I did not use music in this way, and I used it with a more ‘challenging’ focus, I would be more receptive to playing soft background music in the classroom, possibly to the lower years, e.g. year 7 or 8 in KS3.

The remit of the assignment was to plan for a lesson with a length of 60 minutes. While this was completed, it then had to be condensed into a 30-minute session, with the content being decided upon by the trainee teacher.

For the subject of my lesson, I chose to include a varied range of materials - a video giving an insight as to why cashflow is important; a cryptic clue handout, which was aimed at stretching the learner to work out the names of various companies, which I would then state had gone bust, ultimately due to cashflow issues; a copy of a cashflow, which had been published in the report and accounts of a Welsh company, to give a real life example; and then finally working through the PowerPoint presentation. Other work for the students to do during the lesson was omitted from the plan.

In relation to the content of the work, there was a varied and what I thought interesting range of tasks for the students to complete.  However, given that some of the university students found that the clues were too difficult, together with the fact that the ‘real life’ example cash flow contained far too much information, it was clear that the work was too difficult for the target audience.  However, the cashflow example was only meant as a real-life example and not for any other reason.

The content of the lesson was clearly targeted at too high a level, and given my experience at the secondary school, I would definitely lower this.  My intention was to stretch the student and place them into the ‘Struggle Zone’ of Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development (Wass, 2014).  Unfortunately, the tasks would have put KS4 students into the panic zone, even with verbal scaffolding and was a stretch too far.

I also varied the tasks that the students would have to complete during the micro teach session.  This was an attempt to ensure that the students did not get bored.  However, given the experience of the placement, I think that there was too much going on in the lesson, and while I currently have some issues with pace, the plan could be more realistic.  If I were to do this again, I would use examples that are more relevant to the students, and the contents would be targeted more at the KS4 learner.  

I attempted to ensure that the delivery of the micro teach would be in a happy manner, to put the students at ease from the start. I did not wish to come across as a strict teacher, as from personal experience, this does not make for an enjoyable lesson.  During the microteach delivery, I chose to direct questions at students rather than asking for answers. The reason for this, was to get used to using student’s names, which would be a requirement in schools, but also as a method of keeping students engaged. However, criticisms of this, was that I did not use enough questioning, used open ended questions or ask other students for their opinion of this.  This is also something that I have to work on during my placement.

A further issue I found during my micro teach, which has also been evident during my placement, is that while I have the necessary subject knowledge, sometimes things may happen, which knocks my confidence, and I must learn very quickly to be able to adapt.  In my placement, I have recently had an assessment, which did not go well.  I have previously had a better lesson with the same group of students, but I am sure that my confidence and nerves were part of the reason for the result of the assessment.  I therefore need to get back to the ethos of my micro teach, where I was calm and through things through.

Being critical about another aspect of my microteach is my assessment for learning methods.  While I did engage with the students, checking for understanding whilst the tasks were being performed, and where help was required assisting, but in a way where the student worked out the answer themselves.  However, other assessment for learning activities were lacking.  While I did ask questions, they were not enough to gauge proper understanding of the subject.  If I were to do the micro teach again, I would use not only open-ended questions but also ask other students for their ideas.

In addition to this, I may in future use a statement as a method to gain understanding.  For example, asking students to respond to the statement ‘a company that monitors cashflow is wasting their time’ on a slide at the end of a lesson, and ask several students to reflect on this.  This type of Afl is suggested as an alternative to questioning, and the learner understands that they need to provide an extended answer (Wiliam, 2018).  If this was used as a plenary activity for example, it would enable me to gauge student understanding and plan the next lesson, by either moving on to another part of the syllabus or re-teach using an alternative method.  A final failing in the teaching of the micro teach, was that while there were student-based activities, the key learning of the subject was through the behaviourist method of learning and being too teacher led.  While this approach has its academic supporters, such as Skinner and Pavlov, the new requirements of teaching as advocated (Successful Futures report), require more constructivist thinking (Donaldson, 2015).  Therefore, if I were to readdress the micro teach and my taught lessons so far in my placement, I would change my tact.  I understand that I have been too teacher led, and my new focus for the future planning, would be to teach in a more constructivist manner, thereby getting the student to figure out the results for themselves.  

If I approached this assignment again, I would firstly target the content at a lower level, I would play the music while the students were entering the room, have a PowerPoint slide displaying exactly what was required from the starter activity, and have more confidence in myself whilst teaching.  I would adjust the assessment to ensure that I understand what stage each student is at in their learning, and as a result of this, adjust the pace of the lesson.  By doing these things, there should be a positive change in the overall lesson structure and learning, the pace of the lesson, and delivery of information will ensure student engagement and therefore motivation.  These things will also have a knock-on effect on the learning of the student and as such, improve student behaviour (Denby, 2015).  However, all of this is dependant not just upon my ability to teach, but also the confidence in myself.  While at present, this has taken a knock, by putting these strategies into place, it will develop not only my confidence, but also the belief in myself.  

As a direct result of this reflection, of which I have been open and honest in my failings so far, I know what needs to be addressed, and in respect of it meeting the QTS standards, the development of my thinking as a teacher would meet the following standards:

S1.3	The teacher shows different characteristics which aim to motivate and encourage students in their intellectual and personal development.

S1.8		That I am aware of the frameworks regarding teaching responsibilities to 		ensure that I am within the boundaries.

S2.7		Employing a range of strategies to ensure good student behaviour and 		developing a safe learning environment.

S3.2.1		Using a varied range of assessment criteria when evaluating student’s 		progress in comparison to the lesson objectives and using this to adjust 		planning.

(Gov.Wales, 2018)

While I have centred upon my failings, there are some positives which I can take forward.  There have been good points to the micro teach - the ABC activity was successful in the micro teach, I just need to signpost and model it so that should I use it again, learners understand why they are doing it, and that it is preparation for the more complex exam style questions.  Furthermore, during some of my placement teaching sessions, where I have thought lessons have gone badly, there were more positives than negatives.  As such, going forward, there will be a change in my mindset, which will be more positive and optimistic and focus on what went well, rather than being negative and pessimistic and focusing on what went wrong.  I will also be taking on board comments from my mentor and writing them down so that they are not forgotten.
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