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Explain why teacher subject knowledge is important in relation to teaching Language and Mathematics in primary schools in Wales.

[bookmark: _GoBack]Subject knowledge is as important as any other skill a teacher needs because the highest of quality teaching comes from a teacher with great understanding of a subject, the ability to state factual information about that subject and to recognise mistakes to help guide children and young people to better their understanding (Inspiringleaderstoday.com, n.d.). However, according to Welsh Government (2017, pg 16) pedagogical practice is paramount and is the foundation to being a good teacher because “The teacher consistently secures the best outcomes for learners through progressively refining teaching, influencing learners and advancing learning”. This suggests that the way a teacher teaches and promotes the subject is the most important part of teaching and not just teacher subject knowledge. On the other hand, they also state that knowledge and understanding is obviously what makes the pedagogy possible because teachers need the knowledge on what to teach.
Effective knowledge, skill and understanding of a subject is a prime factor in teaching, and Mathematics and Language seem to play a main focus in teaching and other educational settings. Within Wales over the past couple years the entry requirements to study to become a teacher have changed to having a B or above in Mathematics, English and Welsh, with Science still being a C (Discoverteaching.wales, 2019). Having said that, in the 2017/2018 GCSE results, only 17% of pupils were gaining a B, with the majority gaining a C, 21% gaining a B in English Language and Welsh being more successful within the C range (Welsh Government, 2019). These statistics show good grades but a B at GCSE level is the required grade for trainee teachers meaning more work needs to be done to reach that goal. With Professor Graham Donaldson’s new curriculum coming in, this could better the possibility of Mathematics and Language being learnt more effectively at a young age, therefore improving later results. 
Literacy and Numeracy had already taken priority in previous years, with the introduction of the LNF (Literacy and Numeracy Framework) and Donaldson will be continuing the importance of this as they are the “foundations for almost all learning and are essential to being able to participate successfully and confidently in the modern world” (Donaldson. G, 2015. pg 39). This is why the subject knowledge of Mathematics and Language is important because they are fundamental in a child and young persons life. The new curriculum will have numeracy and literacy be cross-curricular with all other subjects to ensure that children have a high level and understanding of them meaning primary teachers need subject knowledge in all areas. To ensure this is done accurately and to a high standard, teachers must know the basics to be able to meet the National Curriculums learning strands as this is what children work with and towards to reach certain levels at certain ages. Teachers with not enough knowledge will fail to push children to meet those levels. 
Within this assignment I will be discussing my observed and taught lessons on Mathematics and Language in a South Wales Primary school, focusing on the subject knowledge and the pedagogical approaches. The lessons took place in a reception class of twenty eight pupils aged three to five.

The class theme for the term I arrived was ‘Dinosaurs’ so the children had been focusing on sentence structure and adjectives to describe different dinosaurs. Not only were they doing this in English but also in Welsh as it is promoted thoroughly throughout the school, especially in the foundation phase, as it is part of the Welsh Curriculum. The children had the lesson presented to them as a whole class to recall what they had been learning previously and discussed with the teacher the names of the pictures on the board and described them using appropriate words. By doing this, this supported Jerome Bruner (1978) theory on Scaffolding. This is a social constructivist approach where the adult helps and guides the children to be able to do their activity independently by giving examples and instructions, whilst still being there to help if needed (McLeod, S. A. 2018, Feb 05). For the ability group I observed, the teacher and I had to write down the sentences and leave a blank space for the adjectives for them to be able to complete it as, according to DCELLS (2015, pg 25) reception children should be able to “copy and write letters, words and phrases, e.g. from the environment or those modelled by the practitioner”. There were then pictures of certain body parts and the descriptive words on separate pieces of paper which I had to write so the children could choose and see which one suited the dinosaur the most. The children got given specific dinosaurs to describe so they worked by each other to do the activity, giving them a chance to discuss and help each other. This had some relation to Lev Vygotskys Social Development theory (1962) as the children were being sociable with one another and was possibly getting help from a more knowledgeable child to be able to complete the task. This then brought in ZPD (Zone of Proximal Development) because with the help from peers, children could carry on with the rest of the task independently, meaning they learnt and understood what to do during their discussion with one another (David L, 2014 July 23).
Seeing these learning approaches being used made me realise the ability that these children could amount to, and that working alongside each other and referring back to previous learning really helps in their understanding of a subject. It also gave them a chance to use the language that they were writing aloud and seeing if it made sense. This gave me an insight on how I need to plan my lessons, as this was obviously an effective way to learn. I could not say the same for the other groups as I had not seen them yet.
The subject knowledge required for this activity was obviously done by the teacher, but as I was observing and helping out I needed to ensure that I myself had a good understanding of adjectives. I was not worried too much about that as I know adjectives and the words that are associated, but I had to remember to explain to the children that they are describing words and what they meant as they were only five years old and needed remembering. As this was a fresh experience I was getting used to talking to young children and using simpler language, whilst still using the proper terminology. The only issue that happened occasionally was when I had to write down the names of the dinosaurs and different adjectives and I was not confident in how to spell it. Although I spelt them correct, I need to be surer of myself and brush up on the words and phrases associated with the topic to ensure no mistakes will be made because the children need to know the correct spelling.  
In doing my own lesson on prepositions, I continued to use the same learning approaches as the teacher used as it was familiar to the children, and I linked it with the song ‘Mi Welais Jac y Do’ so that they could understand what it means. I created a slideshow showing the song so that the children could visually see the preposition. This relates to a constructivist approach as it is linking to what the children are familiar with and their prior knowledge, as they had done brief work on it before (David. L, June 20, 2015). With knowing the children had done it previously, I had them sing their rhyme to see if they remembered it and it could then be interpreted into their group work. Repetition was used so that the children could remember the words by the tune of the rhyme because according to the Evidence Based Teachers Network (2017) children learn best by repetition because “new learning has to be repeated and reinforced for it to be truly remembered and understood”. This approach seemed successful since they would recognise the prepositions towards the end of the session. 
My subject knowledge was challenged within this topic as I was not very confident with prepositions, let alone knowing them in the welsh language. The words associated with prepositions was common and I was aware of them, but my full understanding of what prepositions meant was weak so I needed to research into that and ensure I had a clear understanding, not just to benefit me but the children as well. I also needed to be aware of the rhyme that the class had practiced in order to implement that into my introduction. Thankfully the rhyme was not complicated, and I could recall it and memorise it to sing along with the children. As I was with a new group, I needed to be aware of their abilities and the differentiation within it, so I learnt this from observing the teacher with this group and asking about any extra information that I needed to be aware of.
 
The skill the class was developing for the Mathematical area of development was capacity, with the focus being on more or less, having them understand that the bigger the number the more there is and estimation.  I introduced the lesson as a whole class, asking them questions to see if they could remember what they had done last week. To help, I used objects i.e. a cup to try and trigger their memory and have them explain to me how this relates to capacity. According to DCELLS (2015 pg 35) children in reception should be able to “use direct comparisons with: –capacity, e.g. holds more/less than” and “make a sensible estimate of up to 10 objects that can be checked by counting”. The group I lead for were using sand as measurements, where they had to use a container to measure how much would fit into each one of their different sized cups as a pair. They had to estimate first so I could see if they had a good understanding of size. Within this activity, the ‘Making Connections Model’ was being used as the children were using hand on experiences with the sand, they ordered their containers on a sorting mat, had to write down how many cups of sand was in each, whilst using the appropriate language in their discussions (more, less) (Haylock with Thangata, 2007. pg 1,2). As the children were working in pairs, it supported Lev Vygotsky (1962) theory of social development but also had an element of B.F.Skinner (1938) theory on Operant conditioning. As the children were working in pairs they could see and notice how one another worked and behaved, and with positive reinforcements being given to the children who were counting properly and not playing around in the sand, they began to realise the more they concentrate the faster they can finish and get a sticker for doing a good job. Skinner (1938) stated that “through operant conditioning, an individual makes an association between a particular behaviour and a consequence” (McLeod, S. A. 2018, Jan 21), which worked in this case as the children were noticing the positive reinforcements for good behaviour and copying. 
The subject knowledge required for this was my understanding of capacity and the skill level of the group I was with. I took some inspiration and learning from the teachers previous lessons on capacity, but I also researched for ways to teach it to children in a more entertaining way as, according to Welsh Assembly Government (2008, pg 9) “young children learn through a variety of ways, but the most effective is through first-hand experiences” as this is what motivates and gets the children interested in the learning. My knowledge on capacity was of a small scale so learning about the proper terminology and what it meant was a necessity as the children probably knew more than me. Once knowing the terminology, it was difficult remembering to use them as I would try and make it sound simpler because they were young but the teacher insisted on me using the proper terminology because it was the only way the children would learn effectively.  Helen Taylor (2013) suggests that “through assisting a child with developing this vocabulary they will be developing their language more generally” meaning children need to know this vocabulary as it helps and supports with their language on a daily basis even if they do not quite understand the word yet (Taylor, H. 2013). 
As another lesson, I introduced subtracting to the children which meant that I needed to take on board everything I had learnt and seen from the teacher and put that into my lesson. I made sure I did not overwhelm the children with too much information to begin with as they would be getting extra instructions and help once in their groups. I ensured the information was visually stimulating and that they could see clearly how subtracting worked, getting them to use their fingers and show to see if they understood. The group I was in charge of teaching went outside as it provided more room as the objects being used were quite spacious. Again children were made to do the activity in pairs, taking turns on each sum. According to DCELLS (2015, pg 34) children in reception should be able to “take away objects to find ‘how many are left?’”, therefore their activity was kept simple as Haylock, D and Cockburn, A (2013) state, “it is important that teachers of young children teach mathematics in a way that promotes understanding”. This was vital within this subject as it was so fresh for the children.
The subject knowledge required for this was subtraction and classroom management as I had not taught this group before. Subtraction did not require much research, but I had to understand the level of ability this group could amount to, making sure the sums were not too hard or too easy. I also had to get some guidance from the teacher on the ability of the group and be aware of any learning difficulties. By knowing this I could assess the children more accurately on how well they were understanding the activity.  

Looking at the examples of my teaching practice in Language and Mathematics, I notice some strengths and weakness in my teaching approaches. One of my strengths was the variation and the amount of information given to the children at the beginning of the lesson. I felt that I supplied the children with the right amount of knowledge to be able to understand the work and to carry on with the task independently in their groups. This was achievable because of my subject knowledge research. Another strength was my ability to stick with the teachers method of learning as the children were familiar with this, therefore knew exactly what was to be expected. A weakness I possessed was not being able to control the children at all times. This would be due to the fact that I was a new teacher, and my knowledge and understanding of theorists and classroom management was not up to the standard that I desired. Although I tried to follow the teachers’ approaches, I should have realised that the children would not take to me as they would normally to other adults, therefore I needed to look into other approaches to get the children to focus.
In moving forward, I will continue to follow the approaches given from teachers, but also do more research into other pedagogical approaches as it may benefit my teaching and also give an opportunity to experiment with different ones. I also need to do more research into the subject knowledge of both Mathematics and Language as I feel I am not up to the standard to be teaching children these subjects at the moment, and my classroom management needs improving. Looking into theorists more thoroughly would really benefit my teaching approach as I would understand the importance of behaviour and social constructivism more, leading to a more organised teaching environment because without that, not a lot of learning takes place.
It is clear to see that subject knowledge is not only the knowledge and understanding of a topic or theme, but the pedagogical aspect as well. Linking back to what was said in the introduction, Language and Mathematics is vital within a child’s and young persons life as it is used daily, and without the correct information being given, children will not be able to improve and further their knowledge to carry on meeting the learning strands. 
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