Critical Reflection 

This primary aim of this assignment is to critically reflect upon my personal implementation of three of Donaldson’s twelve pedagogical principles detailed in Successful Futures (2015). The three chosen pedagogical principles are assessment for learning, cross-curricular themes (literacy, numeracy and DCF) and the use of authentic contexts within learning. The illustrative examples regarding the implementation of the three pedagogical principles were implemented in a reception/year one mixed class in School X. The class consisted of twenty-three pupils. Three students in the class had suspected ALN related to behaviour. One student had been statemented. School X is an English medium-sized school which had four-hundred and eleven students enrolled in 2018 according to My Local School authors (2018). Free school meal statistics in 2018 were reported to be 24.5%. This figure appears slightly lower than neighbouring schools in the surrounding area. Estyn authors (2014) state 16% of pupils have additional learning needs. Very few of these students however are statemented. Students teacher ratios in 2018 were reportedly 22.9/1 (My Local School authors 2018) which appears very similar to neighbouring schools.

Assessment for Learning (AFL) is one of Donaldson’s twelve pedagogical principles. Donaldson (2015) states in order to achieve effective learning, teachers should implement AFL techniques and principles. Assessment for Learning is based on the principle of assessing where a learner is currently, working out where they need to be and formulating a plan enabling them to get there reports Wallace (2009). This is achieved through formative assessment. Ahmedi (2019) describes formative assessment as a method of assessment which takes place during the learning process. This allows for an instant insight into a student’s understanding of a specific topic. Depending on understanding, learning can be adapted to meet the needs of the learner. Assessment for learning is detailed in ‘Working Inside the Black Box’. Black, Harrison, Lee, Marshall and William (1998) report AFL consists of four key themes. These are: questioning, feedback, peer and self-assessment and sharing criteria. The illustrative examples above detail how questioning, feedback and self-assessment were implemented within a foundation phase classroom environment. 

The implementation of assessment for learning within the classroom environment has numerous benefits. The first of these benefits is proposed by Winarno et al (2019) who identify assessment for learning as a collaborative process which involves both teacher and learner and allows for modification throughout the learning process. Through processes such as self and peer-assessment learners are given ownership and responsibility of their learning (Winarno et al, 2019). This has a motivational effect on the learner and leads to a more effective learning process. Corroborative evidence is presented by DeLuca et al (2018) who report enhanced teaching practice and learner outcomes being a result of the implementation of assessment for learning throughout the curriculum. 

Although there are clearly many benefits associated with AFL, its effective implementation is essential. Ahmed, Ali and Shah (2019) report that, in order for effective learning to occur, high-quality formative feedback is crucial. Poor quality feedback will not aid effective learning. This point is reinforced by Donaldson (2015) who reports that meaningful feedback is a crucial aspect of assessment for learning and is vital to enable effective learning. As well as requiring effective, regular feedback, AFL is described as a ‘Pedagogy of contingency.’ (William, 2009). This suggests the process of assessment must be ongoing in order for it to have a beneficial effect on both teacher and learner. 

Effective teaching and learning can be achieved in many ways. Cross-curricular learning is one approach to this. Cross-curricular learning allows students to acquire knowledge in one context and apply this learning to a variety of contexts (Kukovec, 2014). This definition is expanded by McClune, Alexander and Jarman (2012) who portray cross-curricular learning as an established relationship between different AoLEs and subjects throughout the curriculum. The three core cross-curricular responsibilities are numeracy, literacy and digital competence (Donaldson, 2015).  Donaldson recommends a natural embedding of these three key themes within the curriculum rather than their teaching being added on to lessons. Cross-curricular learning is based on a constructivist approach to education state Kelly and Stead (2013). Constructivist theory regards learning as a process whereby students make connections between experiences and new ideas.  Cross-curricular teaching, by virtue of making deliberate links between subjects, leads to more effective learning.

Kerry (2010) says cross-curricular learning has a crucial role in primary education as a driver of effective learning and teaching. Cross-curricular learning enables coherence between AoLE and subject knowledge. This allows students to acquire knowledge associated with a range of subjects in one single lesson. Wilson (2009) defines cross-curricular learning as a stimulating and creative approach to teaching which equips students with a range of knowledge and skills.  The three cross-curricular priorities have become a key aspect of curriculum reform. The Digital Competence Framework has recently been introduced into the three responsibilities (Welsh Assembly Government, 2018). This shows that Donaldson sees great benefit in the development of digital skills in learners. The implementation of the core responsibilities can often be executed with relative ease states Barnes (2018). An example provided involves my illustrative example of the embedding of numeracy within the geography curriculum. This indicates that cross-curricular responsibilities need not add large amounts of extra planning and preparation and can still have positive effects on the effective learning of students. 

Although there is a current focus on the benefits of cross-curricular learning, there are issues associated with the planning process state Rowley and Cooper (2009). The cross-curricular approach is subject to the individual perceptions of the teacher and is therefore an inherently subjective process.  Links may be weak and tenuous, offering limited beneficial effects to students and failing to promote effective learning or teaching. Barnes (2011) adds to this by reporting that cross-curricular teaching can often prove very ineffective due to overcomplication and loss of original focus. This suggests that if cross-curricular planning and teaching are not managed effectively it can actually have a detrimental effect on teaching and learning. 

Donaldson (2015) states effective teaching can be achieved through the use of authentic contexts within learning. Authentic contexts for learning refer to a pedagogical approach with a core focus of real-life experience and opportunities related to learning (Estyn, 2019). This refers to the engagement of learners through providing real life application to AoLEs. Examples of the implementation of authentic contexts within the Foundation Phase curriculum can be seen in illustrative examples. Paddison and Mortimer (2016) strengthen this definition by associating authentic learning contexts with the real-life application of skills and knowledge learned within the classroom. The current importance of the application of authentic contexts within the curriculum is outlined in Successful Futures. Schools in Wales are being encouraged by the Welsh Government to collaborate with outside agencies to create authentic learning for students (Donaldson, 2015). This implies the theme of authentic learning contexts is crucial within modern education to enable effective learning.  

The theory that authentic learning contexts have beneficial impacts on learning and teaching is supported by Tian, Murray and Crompton (2017). They report authentic learning contexts allow for real world application of problem solving and creative skills. This allows learners to experiment with theories and ideas they have learned in the classroom in a real-life context. An example of this (see illustrative examples) is the use of money in mathematics. The use of money and the ability to buy items from a shop gave the concept of addition real life application and context. This leads to a more effective learning process due to learners repeating theories and concepts which have been discussed in the classroom but with an authentic context. This point is reinforced by Uzzell (1999) who reports the majority of work completed in the classroom is not taught with authentic contexts and application and therefore learners lack engagement and the learning process is not effective.

In order to define effective teaching and learning through authentic contexts we need to look into the why, what and how of our pedagogy (Beni, Ni Chroinin and Fletcher 2019). When planning, teachers should be able to state why they have made specific choices, what these choices are and how they will benefit the learner. A practical example being the use of money to aid addition in mathematics.

Although there is a wide range of literature supporting the positive effects of authentic learning contexts, there is also contrasting evidence. Limitations include geographical location and resources available to schools. There is a correlation between school resources and student achievement (Houtenville and Conway, 2008). This may be due to the lack of budget and resources not allowing teachers to conduct learning opportunities involving real life contexts. Although these results do suggest schools with lower budgets may not have the ability to implement effective authentic learning, it must be considered that the study also found teacher personality and effective practice had a huge impact on achievement and effective learning. 

Personal Reflection

Pedagogical Principle: Good teaching and learning means employing assessment for learning principles. (Donaldson, 2015)

During the build-up to Professional Teaching Experience (PTE 1), the importance of assessment for learning was emphasised by university teaching staff. This is reinforced by Chng and Lund (2018) who refer to assessment for learning as a central aspect of modern-day education. The implementation of appropriate and effective assessment for learning strategies was something which proved difficult during the initial phase of PTE1. This was a result of not knowing the learners and what works most effectively for them. Gallard and Cartmell (2014) state in order for effective learning to take place we must first understand the nature and content of the learning and what works most effectively for the learner. The beginning of PTE1 was therefore an experimental phase in which many assessment for learning techniques were implemented and effectiveness was measured through pupil response.

Throughout PTE1, difficulty occurred providing valuable feedback which learners could engage with. This was largely because of the age of the learners. A large number of learners in the class showed low reading ability due to their age and therefore narrative feedback would not have been beneficial. Early feedback was therefore verbal and involved ticking and crossing work. This did not prove hugely effective as learners could not visually see how work could be improved. Feedback therefore needed to have a basic but effective structure. The importance of this is reinforced by Langer (2011) who reports well structured, effective feedback having a positive effect on the learning process. Illustrative example three identifies how feedback was adapted and presented in learners’ books. The use of tiny tasks proved very effective as it allowed learners to see how work could be improved and also gave them the opportunity to practice this improvement. This is detailed in illustrative example three which shows how student X worked on number formation to enhance their learning. 

Questioning is a key aspect of assessment for learning (Leong et al, 2018). In the early phase of PTE1 a range of questioning techniques were implemented. These included: direct questioning, hands up questioning, think pair share and secret squirrel. An immediate problem with approaches such as the hands up approach was the same learners raising their hands every time. This suggested the majority of the class potentially lacked understanding and were unable to demonstrate their learning. It became apparent that a questioning technique which enhanced learning for all students needed to be implemented. Spendlove (2009) strengthens this theory by stating effective questioning involves encouraging participation of all learners. Think, pair, share therefore seemed an appropriate method of questioning. Illustrative example two details how this questioning method was implemented within the introduction phase of lessons. This approach allowed all learners to engage in questioning and pairs were formulated to allow higher attaining learners to work with lower attaining learners. This also promoted discussion within the classroom between pairs and the knowledge of all learners could be assessed. The effective nature of this technique became obvious when questioning occured. Learners who would not normally contribute were contributing with strong, high quality answers.

Throughout PTE1 self and peer-assessment were very difficult to implement and learners failed to engage with a range of attempted approaches. The main reason for this was the age of learners and curriculum requirements. The implementation of an effective, beneficial self and peer-assessment, which learners understand proves very challenging in the Foundation Phase. The need for an effective self-assessment method has vast importance as often self-assessment will only reflect insecurities or overconfidence of learners, (Passi and Southgate, 2016). Illustrative example one identifies the self-assessment method implemented in the classroom. This worked very effectively due to its simplicity. The 1-1 learning with students also promoted honesty when self-assessing. This therefore acted as a valuable indicator of learner’s knowledge and ability. The benefit of simple self-assessment is emphasised by Dominguez-Martinez and Swank (2009) who report overcomplicating self-assessment does not necessarily increase its beneficial results. This is particularly appropriate when working with younger learners.


Pedagogical Principle: Good teaching and learning regularly reinforces Cross-curriculum Responsibilities, including literacy, numeracy and digital competence, and provides opportunities to practise them. (Donaldson, 2015)

In the initial phase of PTE1, lessons planned and taught had very weak cross-curricular links. Links included mentioning the availability of iPads during ‘play’ time. This was not acceptable implementation as cross-curricular learning is crucial in modern education. Progression was therefore made within my teaching practice to incorporate cross-curricular themes. The importance of cross-curricular learning is reinforced by Welsh Government (2019). They report cross-curricular learning is a vital contributor to a learner’s future in the modern world. This prompted more creative lesson planning which involved the three key cross curricular themes embedded within the curriculum. The theme of embedding is discussed by Donaldson (2015) and refers to seamlessly weaving together AoLEs and subject matter (Svecova, 2004). 

The importance of cross-curricular planning had been covered in great depth within the university. However, difficulty arose when planning cross-curricular lessons to teach. A recurring problem arose when attempting to give the original AoLE and the cross-curricular responsibility equal importance and relevance. This is bolstered by Savage’s (2011) view which suggests an effective cross-curricular pedagogy is not simply a combination of diluted pedagogies. In order to resolve this issue, collaboration was sought with the class mentor. The class mentor shared ideas on how the cross-curricular responsibilities could be incorporated effectively into lessons in a way that maximises learner benefit. Curriculum documentation was also consulted which allowed for relevant subject knowledge to be embedded in lessons. Examples of embedded cross-curricular links include numeracy being embedded within a geography lesson. This can be seen in illustrative example two. The importance of collaboration is emphasised by Ogenchuck, Spurr and Bally (2014) who report collaborative teaching resulting in more creative and effective practice. Seeking help and working collaboratively is also highlighted in the mid-term report provided by the class mentor.

During the opening phase of PTE1, literacy was a cross-curricular responsibility which proved difficult to incorporate meaningfully in the classroom. Weak links had previously been made but strong cross-curricular links to literacy were not embedded within teaching practice. This is reflected in a target constructed by myself and my class mentor which involved seeking collaboration to create strong cross-curricular links the literacy aspect of the Foundation Phase Framework. Target setting and reflection is crucial within education as it allows us to question the quality of our practice and identify ways in which this can be improved (Smith, 2014). Through the process of reflection potential improvements regarding cross-curricular learning were identified. The literacy aspect of the Foundation Phase Framework was consulted in order to create a pedagogy with literacy embedded as a cross-curricular responsibility. Illustrative example three identifies how the oracy stand of literacy was embedded within a geography lesson using both current and 2022 curriculum documents. This identified progression within planning and teaching. Although the oracy aspect of the literacy framework was implemented effectively, progression could be achieved through the implementation of the reading and writing strands.

Pedagogical Principle: Good teaching and learning creates authentic contexts for learning. (Donaldson, 2015)

A particular pedagogical principle which gained personal interest involved the use of authentic context within learning. During the opening phase of PTE1 different approaches to authentic learning were experimented with. The first of these can be seen in illustrative example two. This lesson took place as a whole class activity. Although learners appeared engaged, numerous issues arose due to the number of students taking part in the activity. Lee and Goh (2012) discuss a study undertaken involving learners aged five to six into the effective results of employing authentic contexts in the classroom. It was discovered that an effective group size was around fifteen with five teaching staff (1/3 staff to teacher ratio). This information strengthens the theory that authentic learning may not work effectively as a whole class approach with learners in the foundation phase. Progression within pedagogy could potentially be achieved through experimenting with different authentic contexts and a range of group sizes. 

As PTE1 continued, alternative authentic contexts were implemented and adapted within my pedagogy. A lesson following the original ‘melting ice’ experiment is identified in illustrative example one. This lesson involved learners taking part in a learning walk around the school identifying 2D and 3D shapes. Learners took part in this activity in groups of five. Students were able to lead the learning and choose which shapes they wished to identify and where they wished to search. This approach to learning proved particularly effective. This was apparent due to the range of 2D and 3D shapes all learners were identifying. Allowing learners to lead the learning promotes the development of independence, teamwork skills and gives learners a sense of control (Iversen et al, 2015). The importance and relevance of this theory is also reflected in the pedagogy strand the QTS standards (Welsh Government, 2018). The success of this lesson is reflected in the lesson plan evaluation and conveys progress in the use of authentic context within my pedagogy. 

Experimentation regarding authentic contexts has allowed progression in teaching and learning. This pedagogical principle was implemented relatively thoroughly throughout PTE1. This has allowed me to adapt an alternative approach to direct teaching which learners have engaged with fully. Learners’ recall of knowledge during plenaries appeared far greater when authentic learning had occurred. Supporting literature is presented by (Fisher and Williams, 2012) who reports implementing and adapting a range of pedagogical approaches, including authentic learning, will benefit learners and keep learning engaging. 

Recommendations and Conclusions

In order for progression to occur, new targets must be set based on previous reflection. This will occur through self-evaluation of our own success (Valdez et al, 2018). New recommendations and targets must be based upon judgements made throughout this assignment. One target which could improve my pedagogy is the implementation of literacy, with a particular focus on reading and writing, as a cross-curricular responsibility.  In order for literacy to be effectively integrated, lesson planning must ensure that each strand of the literacy framework is given equal importance (Grueber, Roberts, 2013). A second realistic target is taking more time getting to know learners, their individual needs and the content being taught.  Correlating literature is presented by Hattie (2012) who reports that practitioners should obtain a deep understanding of students’ knowledge and needs. Deeper knowledge could be achieved through more in-depth discussion with the class mentor prior to PTE and more thorough engagement with curriculum and planning documentation. 

Overall, this assignment has detailed personal progression throughout PTE1 with reference to three specific pedagogical principles identified by Donaldson (2015). New targets/ recommendations have been set in order for pedagogy to improve and progress to be made throughout future practice. Throughout education, teachers are learners in their own right (Lotter and Miller, 2017). This indicates teaching is a learning process which is never ending; improvement and progression can always be made. All the principles discussed interrelate based upon the experimental nature of implementation. Specific strategies were not implemented perfectly first time. An experimental process occurred through the implementation of different strategies to assess which worked best for the learners. Experimentation with new teaching experiences gained through reflection is crucial to improve the learning process and opportunities (Kalantari, Kolahi, 2017).
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