Explain why teacher subject knowledge is important in relation to teaching Language and Mathematics in primary schools in Wales.
In Successful Futures, Donaldson outlines that ‘It is generally based on a belief that subject knowledge has stood the test of time and remains the best path to a sound and relevant education.’ (Donaldson, G.2015, p. 5)This observation can be expanded on by realising that a teacher cannot teach effectively, without having current and up to date knowledge themselves. But, this isn’t just the case. Subject knowledge is also about how you are prepared to teach, not just what you know. Tochon and Munby (1993) found that the key characteristic that distinguished the expert teachers from the novice teachers was their ability to draw on the wide range of different kinds of subject knowledge.  There are clear government guidelines within Wales, to ensure that each teacher is meeting an acceptable standard.  The Qualified Teacher Status QTS) standard S2.1 states that ‘They should have a secure knowledge and understanding of the subject(s) they are trained to teach.’ (Education Wales, 2009,p.5. 
In this assignment, I will reflect on my Professional Teaching Experience (PTE) which took place within a large school environment in Swansea. I am going to reflect on the  experiences within a reception class of 26 pupils, aged 4 and 5 years of age, and a Year 3 and 4 class of 29 pupils.  These reflections will enable me to discuss how a teacher’s subject knowledge is vital on a children’s education, in relation to teaching mathematics and language in Wales. 
The skill that was developed within my time in the year 3 class was the writing element of the language curriculum. Here, they were focusing on report writing which was related to their class topic. The skill was adapted in many ways, in which, the children thoroughly enjoyed. 
An aspect that was very important for me when teaching, was to realise that there are many ways in which children adapt to learning new skills. Each child develops new skills differently, so I thought that varying my activities would be the best way to get the children to learn effectively. Whilst I was on observation week, I seized the opportunity to ask the children, ‘What is your favourite way to learn something new?’ and the most common answer I got was ‘to do something we enjoy, and to make it fun’. This demonstrates effective teaching practice, as Donaldson (2015) encourages pupil participation in planning their own learning.  I was also motivated to devise lessons that were both engaging and motivating for learners. (DCELLS,2015,) states that pupils in year three should be able to ‘write for different purposes and readers choosing words for variety and interest’. 
My first lesson was to focus on subheadings. I wanted my introduction to be enjoyable and hands on so I included a practical activity. All of the learners were given a piece of paper, on the paper it either had a piece of information, or a subheading. The children then had to work co-operatively to match the correct subheading and information. This activity links to the social constructivist teaching approach as the children had to interact in order to discuss their ideas and choices in order to complete the activity. It also helped them develop their teamwork skills and also helped them to work collaboratively. (Macblain.S,2014). (Medwall et al, 1998) states that effective teachers are more likely to embed their teaching in a wider context. From this, they can show how different aspects of literacy relate to each other. 
As the main activity, I created a subheading bingo and I organised the children into mixed ability groups. I did this so they could provide scaffolding to one and another. The children who were less able could work at a higher level as they had support from a more capable peer. Other types of scaffolding can be the learning resources that they children can access. Also, varying the children’s learning environments can make a difference too. This activity also gave a different approach to a writing lesson, as it involved both oracy and reading. Bruner saw learning as something that doesn’t simply happen but rather a process in which children should be active participants. (Macblain.S, 2014).Social interaction can also be very powerful amongst children’s mathematical thinking. (Hansen.A, 2005). 
Overall, I think my subject knowledge was very good. I made sure that I was confident with the different types of writing we were focusing on and I did some revision on the aspects that I wasn’t as confident in. In my introduction, I made sure that the children knew the aims and objectives of the lesson and that their understanding was clear. My focus with subject knowledge in my class was not just what I knew, but also how I would teach it effectively in a way that the children would grasp it easily. There are four main integrated strands to subject knowledge in English. These include Contextual, Textual, Linguistic and Pedagogical. (Bearne and Reedy,2018).
 On my PTE experience, linguistic subject knowledge is what I could relate to as this looks at how the language is put together to make meaning in a variety of ways and for different purposes. This then helped me to meet the correct knowledge for my skill, in order to teach effectively. 
A factor that has been proven to stimulate learning is when you transform information into a song or chant. I utilised this for example, when we were looking at report writing, if the word ‘’report’’ was mentioned throughout the lesson, or even day they would shout ‘ it tells us something new’. This was very useful as the children were using repetition as a way of remembering key aspects that they needed to remember. Vygotsky believes that children gain the same knowledge on two levels; the first being the social level- this is experiencing it with others. The second being the psychological level- which here they make mental maps of what has been understood. (David, L, 2014). This also links to the behaviourist teaching approach as the class were repeating desired responses in order to remember information. Steiner also believes that children are nurtured by the security of rhythm and repetition. (Macblain.S,2014). 
Another activity I planned and carried out was to give the children different types of texts that needed to be identified within their groups. I then wanted them to consider the three different levels which are word, sentence and text in order to identify features about what they had been given. Donaldson states that ‘There is a real danger that we are teaching the mechanics of writing but giving the children nothing to write about’. (Donaldson.G,2015, p.40). It is important that children can explore different ideas as long as they are following the correct guidelines. This helps them to be creative and makes their work more original. Some teachers may see English as an intense subject compared to others in the curriculum and therefore focus too much on giving the children ‘chunks of knowledge’ rather than transferring knowledge from one situation to another effectively. (Samantha.T, 2006). 
Writing can be divided into two distinct parts. The one part being the composition of the text. Here, the text can be created and structured. The second part is the transcription. Here, the text needs to have the correct language, grammar, punctuation and spelling. They then should be writing accurately. (Smith.F,2013). A teachers subject knowledge can influence the child’s work as they will have needed to have been taught the correct knowledge and information in order to achieve the learning objectives.  (Estyn,2014) states ‘Most pupils develop their ideas imaginatively and write in a suitable range of genres.  A few more able pupils develop their skills further by using paragraphs and descriptive vocabulary.’ This shows that the teachers must have a strong subject knowledge as the children wouldn’t be meeting these skills otherwise.  Bishop and Clarkson (2014) suggested that writing could be a complex and late-aquired skill. They then mentioned that this might be why there could be some language difficulties with children. I agree with the statement of ‘Learning to write is more likely to flourish in an atmosphere which encourages risk-taking and where mistakes are regarded as opportunities’. (Browne.A, 2009:pg97). I think within schools, there is a lot of pressure for children’s work to be perfect whereas part of the learning process is to experiment. I believe that children should be rewarded based on effort, rather than attainment because every individual is different. Donaldson 2015 states that learning should be specific to the individual’s needs.  As long as a child is trying their best, they should be rewarded for their quality of work without it being compared to those who are more capable. I also think this was a weakness within my lessons. A limitations of mixed-ability grouping was demonstrated in my own teaching as  children would feel that their work wasn’t as good as their more able partners, and therefore that individual lost motivation. They would then need me, as the teacher, to boost their confidence and for them to give it another go. 
Another aspect of my writing lessons that I wanted to improve on was the children’s handwriting abilities. I set individual targets and small objectives for each learner in order for them to better their work. I praised their work but also was conscious to point out the errors and provide the children with advice on how they can improve. According to (Fears, and Lockman, 2018) ‘Handwriting remains the developmental foundation from which communication in which written language unfolds.’
The skill that was being developed within the Mathematical area of learning was time, with focus on daily tasks.  The skill that was being met was ‘to use the concept of time in terms of their daily activities.’ (DCELLS, 2015, p.34) This was completely new to the children as they had been focusing on other aspects of the curriculum, with number work playing a big part. Within my first few lessons, I wanted to focus on the children having clear understanding rather than them going straight into doing academic work within their books. I had the children in big groups for the first few lessons, as I wanted them to be able to express their opinion and input their own ideas into my lesson. I wanted to see them try and demonstrate their previous experiences with learning something new. This relates to the connections model where we can see that when we encounter new experiences, we can connect and relate to previous experiences to build our knowledge. (Piaget, 1969) concluded that ‘it was necessary for children to appreciate that events occur in a temporal order’ and ‘to have a sense of the duration between these events.’ (cited in Haylock,D,2014:pg.221) 
When teaching the children about daily routines, I tried to make it clear that different events within the day happen at different times. I used questioning to ensure that the children understood this. I created a PowerPoint on ‘Night and Day’ and got the children to sort the different activities into these two categories. Here, the children had a concrete experience which helps them to link their experience to their mathematical knowledge. The role of the teacher is to help the children form connections between new experiences and their learning knowledge.’ Teachers who have good subject knowledge also then can ask the children probing questions which then ‘allows the children to articulate their current understanding which leads to a better-developed understanding’. (Cotton. T, 2010 :pg.6). Having confidence in what you are teaching is key. A teacher needs to excel in their own mathematical subject knowledge and make it a positive experience for not only the children, but themselves too. Research shows that there are three forms of knowledge in order to teach effectively. This includes having knowledge in the subject itself, understanding the curriculum and the skills they need to meet and finally being able to understand the appropriate strategies in order to engage the pupils in a specific mathematical idea. (Cotton. T, 2010).
 The Knowledge Quartet is a model for teachers which shows them how to use their mathematical knowledge effectively in the classroom. This model is split up into 4 sections; Foundation, Transformation, Connection and Contingency. Foundation looks at your preparation for your role in the classroom. This also consists of your knowledge, understanding and beliefs. The transformation sector looks at your knowledge in your planning but also in action too. It’s having the power to transform your knowledge into teaching the children effectively. The connection sector looks at putting the choices and decisions you have made along with your mathematical knowledge in order to be effective. Finally, contingency looks at being able to teach ‘in the moment’ and to respond to the environment and the children without having any previous preparation or warning. After reflecting on my teaching, I can see from this model that contingency is the sector I found the hardest. It was the uncertainty of what is going to happen next. 
A definition of an effective numeracy teacher can be seen to help pupils ‘learn how to apply this knowledge of and facility with numbers, number relations and number operations in a variety of context’. (ASKEW, 1997,p.10) The key word here is ‘variety’ as a teacher should be able to have different resources and environments to stimulate the children. Differentiation should also be a massive factor of a teachers planning to ensure that all children are working at the correct levels for themselves, not always as a whole class. Haylock states that ‘Children delight in using mathematics to solve a problem’. (Haylock.D, 2010,p.15) I can refer to this statement from my PTE experience as when the children solved a problem or got something correct they would be thrilled. I was conscious to use questioning in my introductions as it doesn’t only motivate and encourage the children, it allows me to test their knowledge and abilities. The only negative thing about this is that it might always be the confident and more able children answering the questions. Therefore, I use the lollypop stick method and a child is selected at random. This is a very good assessment for learning strategy that allows me to identify what stage a child is at. 
I think subject knowledge can also be affected by the attitude towards this subject. Amongst the adult population, there are different aspects that cause inadequacy within the subject. Having a lack of confidence is a massive factor. If a teacher doesn’t have the ability to teach confidently, how are the children meant to be confident in the subject themselves? Also, the perception that there are different techniques and ‘proper ways’ to teach maths can be off putting to teachers. Evidence also shows ‘many primary school teachers experience feelings of panic and anxiety when faced with unfamiliar mathematical tasks.’ (Haylock.D, 2010,p.5). This was something that I didn’t want to experience within the classroom, so I made sure my background research was thorough so I wouldn’t be in this situation. The promotion of positive attitudes needs to be addressed amongst the mathematical area of learning in order for teachers to have the knowledge and power to teach. 
To conclude, subject knowledge is a vital part of being a teacher. If it is not done effectively then the children will not receive the correct skills and knowledge in order to succeed. (Shulman,1986) believes that if you combine both content knowledge and pedagogical knowledge then this is how you will have effective subject specific knowledge. He also believes that you should have knowledge of educational contexts which looks at the way you organise your classroom, and the community and cultures around you.  (Shulman.LS, 1986). I have discussed the factors that might determine how well a teacher’s knowledge is applied. As I have mentioned, I think confidence is the biggest problem and this is an issue that needs to be addressed throughout Wales. After reflecting on my experience, I think my subject knowledge was effectively demonstrated within my lessons. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]I think my strengths within mathematics was that I was able to relate the work and content to real-life situations. This helped the children look at it realistically and helped them to relate the work to their previous experiences. This was very beneficial due to the fact we were focusing on time so they were able to reflect on their own daily activities. My main weaknesses was that I didn’t explore different environments when teaching my lessons. The use of the outdoors should have been used so the children could explore the natural environment and this is something I am going to aim to focus on in the future. Forest Schools allows children to have an improved focus and stamina. It helps them to respect the environment and to work cooperatively. (Knight.S,2009). 
My strengths within English was that my lessons were very initiative. The children thoroughly enjoyed them and loved focusing on different aspects of the skills, but by doing it through teamwork and games. The children enjoyed being hands on doing the activities rather than constantly doing work in their books. My main weakness would be that I didn’t use enough ICT and therefore the children were not developing their digital literacy skills. But, this is something I want to focus on In the future.   
When reflecting on my subject knowledge, I think that I spend too much time focusing on my overall content knowledge within the subject to ensure that I am confident, whereas I need to put more time into my knowledge to support the children for example,  the resources and the learning environments that they work within. In general, I would say my subject knowledge is better with language than mathematics. I would say this is down to my confidence and past experiences. My next steps are to are to focus on the mathematical area of learning in order to develop my knowledge further. This is an area that I think I need to build my confidence in and therefore my subject knowledge will benefit greatly. On my PTE, observing my teacher also provided me with skills and understanding of subject knowledge. She allowed me to realise that you need to relate your knowledge to children’s experiences and interests in order to stimulate and motivate them. If a teacher’s subject knowledge isn’t excellent, it is difficult for teachers to extend the more able children and identify any misconceptions or barriers that the children may have. (Boys and Spink, 2008). The most important knowledge teachers need to have is an understanding of how their pupils are experiencing learning and perceiving their teacher’s actions. (Brookfield.S, 2016). This can be expanded by realising that subject knowledge is strengthened by having the ability to teach others effectively. The role of a teacher is to continuously learn new things from their past and current experiences in order to make a difference to their pupils’ education. 
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