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

It is said that “subject knowledge not only inspires pupils and helps them to achieve, it improves the quality of teaching as Ofsted's evidence shows.” (NationalCollegeForTeachingandLeadership). After considering this statement, in this assignment I will discuss the importance of teacher subject knowledge in relation to mathematics and language within primary schools, by reflecting on and evaluating my recent Professional Teaching Experience (PTE) in a Church in Wales school. After observing and teaching many mathematics and language lessons within my PTE, I have been able to pick out many different important skills, however I have chosen one mathematic skill and one language skill to discuss in detail. My observations took place in a mixed class of year 1/2 with pupils ages between 5 and 7. The topic in the classroom at the time was ‘Predators’.  Regarding language, the focus was “Writing accurately” with specific focus on the skill “use specific words which relate to the topic of their writing.” (DCELLS, 2015.P24) Within the mathematical development area, the skill being developed was “Using data skills”, specifically focusing on being able to “sort and classify objects using more than one criterion” (DCELLS, 2015.P35) Coe et al (2014) “found that a teacher’s subject knowledge, and their understanding of how pupils handle this subject, has strong evidence of impact on student outcomes.” This again, implying the importance of teacher subject knowledge. 

Regarding language, the children were focusing on describing predators using subject specific words and also the correct punctuation. An activity I introduced as a starter activity to get the children thinking and motivated was ‘sally snail’. This activity involved one child hiding the snail in the classroom, whilst another child was sent to stand outside the door so they couldn’t see and then that child finding it with the help of the rest of the class using ‘hot and cold’ instructions. This was relevant to the children’s punctuation aspect as the language lesson. When the child was going to find the snail, they first had to come up in front of the class and ask, ‘where is sally snail?’ we then discussed what this is, teaching the children about questions marks, they had to draw a question mark in the air. By repeating this at the beginning of every language lesson, the children were able to pick it up. Once the snail was found, the child would come back and say, ‘I found sally snail.’ Drawing a full stop in the air, this is something the children already knew, however it needed to be reinforced. This is a fun game for the children which they seen as a reward from completing good work the previous lesson. This is seen as ‘positive reinforcement’ Skinner says, “Positive reinforcement strengthens a behaviour by providing a consequence an individual finds rewarding.” In this incident, it strengthens the children’s punctuation skills, they find this game rewarding as they know they will only be allowed to play it the following session if they have completed good work. (McLeod/Simply Psychology/Date:2012)

I then moved onto report writing with the children. This was a difficult area regarding my subject knowledge as I found it difficult to find activities to suit the children as I needed to realise that they needed to be doing the most basic activity to begin with. When planning this lesson, I used a constructive approach to learning. Bruner (1960) says “The role of the teacher should not be to teach information by rote learning, but instead to facilitate the learning process. This means that a good teacher will design lessons that help students discover the relationship between bits of information. To do this a teacher must give students the information they need, but without organizing for them.” Firstly, I gave the children a simple template, this allowed them to write sentences in the boxes provided without knowing they were writing a basic report. I believe this was a good starting point for the children as they were completing the basic skill without struggling, they would then be able to make connections between this and report writing in future language lessons.

I had to carry out a lot of research to find out how to introduce report writing to such young children in a way I could understand it too. The learning and teaching pedagogy wales (2008) say “Interactions between practitioners and children should promote language and communication skills at every opportunity. Practitioners should be skilled at matching language to children’s understanding”, matching my language to children’s understanding was difficult for me during my first PTE. I hadn’t looked into this before therefore it was more difficult than I thought because I was unaware how much the children had learnt. I encountered this problem during my introduction of the report writing with the word ‘information’. I included this word in my PowerPoint presentation and the children questioned me on what it meant, then as I was on the spot, I found it very difficult to explain this in a way the children would understand. This shows the importance of knowing the subject, as if I had looked into simplifying this word for the children in advance, I wouldn’t have had the problem. The children had a choice of resources to use during the lesson, I had provided them with word banks with a variety of subject specific words, however at the beginning of the lesson we also looked at different photos and watched some videos of predators we would be writing about, this hooked the children and motivated them with the work, however it also reinforced my subject knowledge by being able to look at and watch the videos to give me some more ideas. We then came up with our own class word bank initiated by the children, this linking to the focus skill of using ‘subject specific’ words within their writing. This refers to Bruner theory of social constructivism. I used ‘scaffolding’ during my lessons, “Scaffolding refers to the steps taken to reduce the degrees of freedom in carrying out some task so that the child can concentrate on the difficult skill she is in the process of acquiring” (Bruner, 1978, p. 19). By working with the class to come up with their own describing words, and showing them how I want this to be set out, allowed them to have some independence with the subject specific words they decided to use in their writing, however they are not able to go far wrong with the layout as I had modelled to them how I wanted this to be done, I also used a template worksheet so each child in the class had the same structure. With the word mats, I had to be careful with the word choices, ensuring they were words I thought the children would use. By researching different types of word banks for children this age and the help from the class teacher, I was able to create my own similar word bank as the ones the class teacher used, resulting in the children being used to these mats properly.

Jarvis (2005) talks about the importance of gaining understanding of the teaching and learning within the classroom. This links to teacher subject knowledge as, being the teacher it is important that we know what we are teaching, in order to assess the outcome of the work. It was important that I gained language subject knowledge to teach these lessons in foundation phase as the foundation phase framework (2015) says “Throughout their formative years, children’s learning develops more rapidly than at any other time.” This quote shows the importance of me having sound subject knowledge during my teaching of this phase. To ensure this, my first step was speaking to the class teacher. One criticism was that I only spoke to her briefly, resulting in the mistake I made of the language I used within my PowerPoint. By reflecting on this it enabled me to research deeper into the language of children of this age resulting in me correcting this problem. In my lessons I also used flash cards to write information on to prompt me throughout the lesson, ensuring that I had possible answers to questions the children may ask within the lesson.

The mathematical focus was to sort and classify objects, specifically matching more than one criterion. As the topic in the classroom was predators, the activity I introduced was sorting omnivores, herbivores and carnivores using a Venn diagram. The children had previously learnt about omnivores, herbivores and carnivores however they had not used Venn diagrams but were aware of how to briefly sort into different groups. The way I done this linked with Vygotsky’s zone of proximal development (ZPD) as during carpet time, we formed a circle on the carpet and the children demonstrated the knowledge they already had by being able to group the different animals before I introduced the Venn diagram. Vygotsky defines the ZPD as "the distance between the actual developmental level as determined by independent problem solving and the level of potential development as determined through problem-solving under adult guidance, or in collaboration with more capable peers" (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 86). I demonstrated this theory, as after the children had a go of grouping the animals, I introduced the Venn diagram. To do this I used two large hoops and placed them in the middle of the circle on the carpet. The children were intrigued and asking many questions, at this point I knew I had hooked the lesson. I explained to the children in a simple form how this Venn diagram worked. This is where I found teacher subject knowledge difficult, as again I had to think of a simple way to introduce the diagram so that the children would understand. In this instance I acted as the more knowledgeable other (MKO). Vygotsky’s theory says The MKO “refers to someone who has a better understanding or a higher ability level than the learner, with respect to a particular task, process, or concept.” (McLeod/Simply Psychology/Date:2012)

Haylock (2014) says “one of the ways for the children to learn and understand much of the mathematics in the primary school curriculum is for a teacher who understands it to explain it to them.” This supports how important having a sound subject knowledge is. One Estyn report criticised the teaching of mathematics in schools in Wales, Estyn (2016) says “Where there are shortcomings in the quality of teaching to develop numeracy, often this is because teachers lack the mathematical knowledge and confidence to address pupils’ misunderstandings.” After reflecting on my first maths lesson of Venn diagrams during foundation phase, I picked up the fact that although I was confident with the skill, I wasn’t confident with my answers when the children were asking me questions. Although I was teaching such young children, it was important that I knew the answers I was giving them were correct. To improve this issue, I ensured I thought thoroughly into the different types of questions the children may ask and used flash cards to prompt my answers to ensure they were accurate throughout the lesson. Briggs (1993) says “there is evidence that many primary teachers experience feelings of panic and anxiety when faced with unfamiliar mathematical tasks.” This evidence shows that teachers do not have the subject knowledge they need. Maths is an essential area of understanding in our everyday lives as adults, however this is also true for children. The importance of learning maths at primary age is essential, “Mathematics introduces children to concepts, skills and thinking strategies that are essential in everyday life and support learning across the curriculum.” (Mathematics in the Primary Curriculum) Mathematics also contributes to other areas of the curriculum, as a primary school teacher you are responsible for teaching nearly every area of the curriculum, mathematics fits in with many of these areas, which again shows the importance of confidence in teaching the subject.

I then introduced another grouping activity to the children in the outdoor environment. I split the children into pairs, one lower ability with one higher ability child. In this incident the higher ability child was acting as the more knowledgeable other to support the lower ability child. Each pair had a card with an animal on it, underneath the card would say what type of things they ate. Exploring the outdoor environment, the children’s task was to match up with an animal the same as them. For example, a cow could match with a sheep, as they both eat grass and are therefore herbivores. Before I set the children off, I modelled with firs the teaching assistant and then different members of the class how this was going to work, ensuring everyone was aware and confident with what they were doing. This activity demonstrated Vygotsky’s ‘cognitive development’ approach. “According to Vygotsky (1978), much important learning by the child occurs through social interaction with a skilful tutor. The tutor may model behaviours and/or provide verbal instructions for the child.” In this activity I demonstrated sound subject teacher knowledge as I had a positive reflection after this activity. Each child knew exactly what they were doing, and although they didn’t know they were building on prior knowledge and becoming more skilful in grouping. Although I didn’t need complex subject knowledge for this activity, I still had to take it upon myself to look into the different groupings of herbivores, carnivores and omnivores to ensure that if a child wanted to find out about another animal we hadn’t used, I could have a conversation with them about it.

The evolving curriculum has an impact on the teaching of mathematics. Donaldson (2015) says “It is also 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.” This statement shows that although the curriculum is evolving, the importance of sound subject knowledge remains vital. Without the sound subject knowledge, as discussed earlier on, it is not possible to teach children as effectively as if you had the correct knowledge. Donaldson (2015) also says “The curriculum, learning and teaching need to enthuse children and young people about learning in ways that include both the vital contribution of discipline-based learning and the knowledge, skills and dispositions that will help them to meet the needs of today and the challenges of tomorrow.” All of these important statements from Donaldson’s report ‘Successful Futures’ narrow down to teacher subject knowledge, even with the pressure of the new curriculum Donaldson states the importance of knowing your subject. How can children learn effectively if we do not know the subject we are teaching them?.

A main criticism of mine would be the knowledge in answering questions to children. Although I was aware of what I was teaching, when a child asked me a question that was out of my comfort zone, I was unable to answer these questions confidently. This applied for both maths and English. I found myself telling the child it was their homework to find out the answer to that question and tell me the following day. Although this is a good thing for the child to do as it is promoting independence, it is my responsibility to be research further into what I am teaching and not to just know the basics. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]In conclusion, in my opinion having a sound subject knowledge is the most important aspect in successful teaching. Although the way a teacher carries out a lesson is very important in the children’s motivation, if they do not have the correct knowledge then the children are not able to be successful. Jarvis (2015) says “Some people have voiced the opinion that anyone who knows their subject matter can teach.  Nothing could be further from the truth.  Effective teaching involves having a sound understanding of how and why certain activities lead to learning, and what factors influence their effectiveness.” This quote completely supports my opinion. Reflecting on my first PTE, my biggest criticism when talking to my mentor was my subject knowledge. This occurred for both foundation phase and Key stage 2. After considering the importance of the subject knowledge in teaching, I have set this as my improvement target for my next PTE.
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