Critically reflect on two key issues in contemporary primary education, drawing on placement experience and recent relevant literature
Introduction
Of the many major issues which are prevalent in contemporary primary education, I have identified two that I would like to discuss and explore further.  These are classroom behaviour and the new National Curriculum.  I have chosen classroom behaviour because since ancient times an orderly classroom has been considered the foundation of effective teaching.
Only when teachers are being respected can morality and knowledge be respected.  Only when morality and knowledge are being respected can the people take learning seriously.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Wang, W J, Translation of ‘Book of Rites’, Beijing: Zhonghua Book Company (2001)] 

This idea is reflected in contemporary education in Wales.  Welsh Government advocates reducing student misbehaviour, promoting skills to deal with misbehaviour and countermeasures for when challenging behaviour is present, as necessary for ‘effective teaching’.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Welsh Assembly Government, Practical Approaches to Behaviour Management in the Classroom: A handbook for classroom teachers in secondary schools, Cardiff: WAG (2010)] 

I have chosen the new National Curriculum because it has been prevalent in the media recently and is one of the most talked-about topics in the staffroom.  As it will become statutory in Wales across all state schools from Nursery to Year 7 from 2022 it is imperative to understand what it is, how it will be implemented and how teachers and students can benefit from it. 
Aim
By going into schools and observing pupil behaviour, I hoped to gain an insight into these phenomena.  I aimed to use my placement experience to increase my awareness of these key issues.  I will also practice developing my educational research skills and use various research methodologies that are relevant to education.  The primary methodology was observation, but I also included a selection of informal interviews with staff (not children) and I analysed secondary data such as government reports on behaviour and curriculum, and other research into these topics.
Objective
Using direct observation, I will critically analyse what types of behaviours are occurring in our schools and make some assessment to why they are occurring.  Through discussing this question with other staff members, the intention was to examine the issue from another point of view.  Current literature was researched and explored as to how these relate to my own findings.
Key Issue 1
The pervasiveness of negative behaviour in schools.  School rules should secure pupil conduct, respect for authority and a certain standard of behaviour[footnoteRef:3] [3:  UK Government, Education and Inspections Act (2006), http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2006/40/part/7/chapter/1/crossheading/certain-schools-required-to-have-behaviour-policy [accessed 31 May 2020]] 

Some examples of negative behaviour are: bullying, missing lessons, disrespecting staff or peers, vandalism, not completing work set, leaving school premises without permission, bringing dangerous items (such as knives) to school, swearing, being disruptive (shouting, talking out of turn, not listening) and fighting.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  This list has been compiled from my own observations and experiences across a variety of school settings.] 

Key Issue 2
New National Curriculum
In line with the Well-being of Future Generations Act 2015, Welsh Government is introducing a new national curriculum designed to support young people in reaching their potential by incorporating the four purposes, covering the six areas of learning and experience, and including the mandatory curriculum elements.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Welsh Government, Curriculum for Wales, Cardiff: WG (2020) https://hwb.gov.wales/storage/afca43eb-5c50-4846-9c2d-0d56fbffba09/curriculum-for-wales-guidance-120320.pdf [accessed 25 May 2020]] 

Placement Outline
The placement comprised of a minimum of 60 hours in a range of educational settings including both primary schools and secondary schools.  In these settings a variety of roles were engaged, such as 1-1 tutor, class cover supervisor, teaching assistant, learning support assistant.  Work in mainstream and the ALN units.  Also work outside of the school setting as a personal assistant to a child with autism.
Methodology
Observation as a methodology was chosen to critically evaluate behaviour.  The advantage of this is that I could directly observe classroom behaviour across a number of schools, year groups, classes etc. from different perspectives in the classroom - both teacher and assistant i.e. standing at the front of the classroom and sitting at the back of the classroom.  The disadvantage is that I was often very busy in class.
Current academic literature on classroom behaviour and the new National Curriculum were researched and critically evaluated.  Whilst this has its benefit in giving background to the topic, the behaviour issue is constantly evolving and much information is out of date and somewhat irrelevant.  All literature related to the nascent National Curriculum issue is an unchartered area, therefore the current teaching body opinion and experience is useful for future implementation.
Finally, I wanted to involve interviews/informal ‘chats’ with other professionals in the education sector.  Discussions with colleagues in the staffroom at school and attended a teachers’ conference in order to reach a wider range of teachers from different geographical and teaching backgrounds.  Other professionals in the industry, including teaching assistants, speech and language therapists, headteachers, behaviour unit staff and trainees were also consulted.  Children were not consulted because of the potential ethical issues (see below).
Ethical Issues
We are ethically and legally bound to protecting children’s privacy, confidentiality and safety.  Article 3 of the UNCRC shows that the best interests of the child shall be a primary consideration and that all responsible for the care of children must conform to authority standards.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  United Nations, Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989) https://downloads.unicef.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2010/05/UNCRC_united_nations_convention_on_the_rights_of_the_child.pdf?_ga=2.17530[233.1959343963.1590676054-1836356024.1588330379 [accessed 25 May 2020]] 

Children are classed as vulnerable people in our society and having not fully matured are unable to make voluntary and informed decisions.  They can be naive, immature and their ability to reason is not fully developed at a young age.  Therefore, it is essential for the researcher and educator to consider the following: 
1.  Could the research potentially harm the child in any way?  Publicising names, personal details etc.  Asking potentially upsetting questions.
2.  Is the research conducive to the best interests of the child? 
We must be prudent in considering the interests of the child.  Direct questioning/interview must involve parental/carer consent.  
As the research (with children) was indirect- observation only, the main consideration was how to record it.  No child was referred to by name or any identifying characteristic (such as birthdate or address) but simply but gender, age and/or school year. In the same vein, schools were not named either, as a secondary measure to ensure confidentiality.  
As a member of the EWC it was important to follow all principles within the codes of practice[footnoteRef:7].  As a visitor to each school privacy and confidentiality policies were adhered to.  As a human being there is a moral duty of care to every child met over the course of the placements.  In line with this, no personal information about any of the children was shared with anyone outside of the school; including social media. [7:  Education Workforce Council, Code of Practice, Cardiff: EWC (2019)  https://www.ewc.wales/site/index.php/en/fitness-to-practise/code-of-professional-conduct-and-practice-pdf.html] 

Results
Behaviour
Behaviour differed depending on school and type of school.  In the ALN sector I witnessed tantrums/meltdowns, spitting and wiping saliva on surfaces, (attempts to) eat things found on the floor, removing clothing and shrieking.  In the nursery phase I witnessed pushing, running away, ignoring instructions, taking other people’s things, not sharing, making a mess and not tidying it afterwards, crying, name-calling, and answering back.  In the primary sector I witnessed rough play.  In the secondary sector I witnessed making a mess and not tidying it afterwards, throwing things in classroom, name-calling, refusal to work, and disruption by shouting and singing. 
Through my own observations in the ALN setting, it appeared to me that the bad behaviour was not intentional, but rather the result of the children’s inability to understand or follow instructions.  Many of the children had conditions which limit their awareness of others and their surroundings, and lacked understanding of social rules.[footnoteRef:8] This view was also held by staff, who explained that many of the children find social situations difficult, cannot stand loud noises and cannot cope with disruption to routine.  All these things can trigger outbursts in the child, and the child may not even realise they are behaving in an unacceptable way.   [8:  MacIntyre, C, Identifying Additional Learning Needs: Listening to the Children, Oxon: Routledge (2005)] 

An example of this is one boy who cannot bear loud noises, Tony[footnoteRef:9], who has a classmate that compulsively shrieks, Andy[footnoteRef:10].  Staff endeavour to keep the two boys in separate areas but sometimes Andy wanders into Tony’s space and shrieks loudly.  Andy cannot control his shrieking, but it causes Tony to meltdown.  Tony covers his ears with his hands, runs to the sensory room, buries himself under the beanbags and blankets and stays there until all is quiet and he is calm.  Andy shrieks to express himself as he is unable to do so any other way, and Tony runs away to protect himself as he cannot bear the noise.  I do not believe either child intentionally caused disruption, rather that the situation was a manifestation of their conditions and neither was at fault nor should be blamed. [9:  Names are aliases for confidentiality reasons.]  [10:  Names are aliases for confidentiality reasons.] 

In the mainstream nursery setting there were many children who were too young to understand what constituted acceptable behaviour.  Some children had started nursery in September, others in January.  I visited in February so for many children the institution and its rules were new.  I noticed one glaring difference across the class, however, that some children, once having had a rule explained to them, went on to behave impeccably.  They would happily sit down when told to, tidy up when asked, and even share toys without being asked.  There were also many children who could not or would not follow the rules or instructions.  When asked to do something they would either refuse, ignore or cry.  
Primary school appeared to be an anomaly in that I witnessed no unacceptable behaviour at all- a little rough play at most.  It is possible that this is due to spending the least amount of time there- one afternoon or 5.5% of total placement.
Secondary school was where I found the most purposeful unacceptable behaviour.  These were students who have already had sufficient years of schooling to know and understand basic general expectations in accordance with the school’s policy on behaviour, although each organisation’s policies may vary.  Younger years (Year 7-9) tended to be silly and immature, where they were very much focused on the element of ‘play’.  This could be due to reward seeking behaviour or a response to stress[footnoteRef:11] or even evolutionary reasons[footnoteRef:12].  Upper years were simply rude, disrespectful or indifferent.  This could be due to culture[footnoteRef:13] or rebellion or indifference[footnoteRef:14]. [11:  Court, J M, ‘Immature brain in adolescence’, Journal of Paediatrics and Child Health 49 (2013) 883–886]  [12:  Bjorklund, D F, and Pellegrini, A D, ‘Child Development and Evolutionary Psychology’, Child Development, 71:6 (2000), 1687-1708]  [13:  Brokenleg, M, ‘Raising respectful children: Reclaiming children and youth’, The Journal of Strength-based Interventions, 14:2 (2005) 85]  [14:  Ouddus, M, and others, ‘Faculty Perceptions and Encounters with Disrespectful Student Behaviour’, Academy of Educational Leadership Journal, 13:1 (2009) 1-17] 

National Curriculum
Discussion of new National Curriculum with colleagues at NASUWT conference highlighted some negative opinions.  The following viewpoints were expressed: “failed in England”, “difficult to co-ordinate”, “heavier workload”, “teacher absences would result in inability to implement” and “will probably fail”.  The consensus in the staffrooms of the schools that I visited was that the new National Curriculum would involve a lot of work from the teachers and would be difficult to implement.  
Discussion
It is important to note that whilst there were many instances of negative behaviour, not all children behaved badly.  In fact, most learners were well behaved and respectful.  This generates the question- why?  
Every child is individual with a unique personality and background.  One supposition is that families with high cultural capital (acquisition and familiarisation of ‘legitimate culture’ i.e. art, music and literature)[footnoteRef:15] are more likely to have high expectations for their children (Rewriting the Future, 2014).  Parents with negative perceptions or experiences of school are less likely to get involved in their child’s education, therefore the lack of academic support, encouragement, interest, motivation, pressure, aspirations and expectations could be a reason for negative behaviour. [15:  Bourdieu, P, Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press (1984)] 

Another reason could be related to the child’s sense of self.  “I’m bored”, “I don’t like maths”, “I want to do X” were common phrases in the classroom.  Rather than thinking about the collective good of the class e.g. learning new things, or even thinking of their future selves e.g. learning skills for the workplace, some children were focused on their own immediate gratification e.g. using their mobile phone to access social media.  This could potentially be mitigated for some students by encouraging teamwork and peer tutoring[footnoteRef:16] and by teachers being responsible for creating a motivating learning environment[footnoteRef:17]. [16:  DuPaul, G J, and others, ‘Peer Tutoring for Children with Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder: Effects on Classroom Behaviour and Academic’, Journal of Applied Behaviour Analysis 31:4 (1998) 579–592 ]  [17:  Daniels, E, ‘Creating Motivating Learning Environments: Teachers Matter’, Middle School Journal: Columbus, 44:2 (2011) 32-37] 

Regarding the new National Curriculum, Welsh Government has called improving education its ‘national mission’.  It seeks to ‘raise standards for all’ and to ‘tackle the attainment gap’.  The National Curriculum will ‘contribute to our goals as a nation as set out in the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015’ and ‘(embed) the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) in the experience of learning and teaching for our children’.
It will involve the upheaval of an already long-established system of teaching, which will inevitably require the hard work and cooperation of teachers.  In this technological age of a globalised world we need to adapt to change and prepare young people for life-after-school.  Welsh Government asserts that ‘curriculum development should be at the heart of every practitioner’ showing that it is necessary for each teacher to embrace modernisation for the benefit of their students[footnoteRef:18]. [18:  Welsh Government, Curriculum for Wales, Cardiff: WG (2020)] 

There was no evident promotion or discussion of the new National Curriculum by the schools and leadership teams.  There was no information in the staffroom, and no mention of it in meetings.  This could be because it is still early- primary schools are to start using the new curriculum in September 2022, secondary schools from 2023-2026[footnoteRef:19]. [19:  Welsh Government, Curriculum for Wales, Cardiff: WG (2020)
] 

Conclusion
In conclusion, research in children’s education needs to be approached in a lawful, ethical and sensitive way.  Each child is unique, and their needs should be of paramount concern.  It is the duty of all educators to operate in the best interests of the child.  There are many areas where we can help children to flourish- research into behaviour is one of these.  Through research, we can further examine the causes of negative behaviour in children at school and try to understand and accommodate the cause, thus leading to better behaviour in lessons, better quality of learning environment for all children, better grades and more opportunities in post-school life.  The new National Curriculum is a starting point- by implementing technology in the classroom and integrating lessons, we should hope to see a higher rate of engagement in learners and therefore better grades and even better behaviour.  My placement was a mere drop in the ocean of research and opens up further lines of enquiry into these key issues.
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