Explain why teacher subject knowledge is important in relation to teaching Language and Mathematics in primary schools in Wales.
 
The Qualified Teacher Status (QTS) Standard S2.1 states, trainees must have “a secure knowledge and understanding of the subject(s) they are trained to teach” (DCELLS, 2009) conveying that a teacher should not be able to teach if they do not have adequate teacher subject knowledge. Hattie (2003, p. 5) suggests that the subject knowledge that teachers possess does not have an effect on pupils’ learning as it is how the teachers use their subject knowledge by integrating their old and new knowledge with the curriculum, other subjects within the curriculum as well as how they differentiate their lessons and make them unique to their students’ needs. Therefore, this assignment will discuss the importance of teacher subject knowledge through how I, as the teacher, incorporated my knowledge into various lessons, ensuring the children learnt effectively. Whilst attending Professional Teaching Experience (PTE), I observed two contrasting teaching styles across Foundation Phase and Key Stage 2 and taught many Language and Mathematics lessons in both phases. Within this assignment, I will reflect on these experiences to enhance my explanation of why teacher subject knowledge is vital when teaching Language and Mathematics in primary schools in Wales. For both Key Stage Two and Foundation Phase, the first week consisted of observations with a small amount of group teaching and in the following two weeks, in each phase, I taught around forty percent of the timetable. In Key Stage Two, I was placed in a Year Five class of twenty-nine pupils. For the purposes of this assignment, I have chosen to focus on the Language skills that were observed in this class because the skills learnt from the ‘Writing’ strand gave insight, showing why teacher subject knowledge is vital when teaching Language. Furthermore, to understand why teacher subject knowledge is important in the teaching of Mathematics, there will be a focus on the teaching and learning of the ‘Time’ element from the Foundation Phase Framework.

Within the teaching and learning of Language in PTE, the children learnt many skills within the ‘Writing’ strand of the curriculum which will be used in this assignment to show the importance of teacher subject knowledge in the teaching of Language. Firstly, in one lesson, a lack of teacher subject knowledge was presented in a group activity where the children were learning various skills from the ‘Structure and Organisation’ aspect of the curriculum (Department for Education and Skills, 2015). For this activity, the teacher told the children that the headmaster of the school had asked them to complete this individual task to first remember their prior knowledge of report writing by identifying the key features of a report and then write their own report. Having children work independently represents how teaching is evolving with the new curriculum as Donaldson (2015, p.63) states that good teaching not only includes subject knowledge, but also includes the ability to make children want to learn independently. This task also supports the revised (2001) Bloom’s taxonomy as the children first remembered what they had previously learnt about reports, then applied their understanding of report-writing when identifying the key features of reports, whilst analysing and evaluating the report given to understand whether they think it is an effective report and finally they would create their own report (Armstrong, 2019). Having the children believe that the Headmaster set them a challenge shows an example of good, creative pedagogical knowledge as research states that creativity benefits the motivation, enthusiasm and independence of pupils (Grigg, 2010). However, after this lesson, it was clear that the children did not have enough access to teacher subject knowledge throughout the lesson. Although the instruction sheet was clear and the children understood the activity, some of the children were unsure of their answers and wanted to have them checked throughout the lesson before moving on to writing their own report. This meant that the children required teacher subject knowledge of report-writing before they could move on to the next task, proving that without sufficient teacher subject knowledge, the children may fail to progress. When completing this activity in future placements, it would be effective to have a teacher or Teacher Assistant (TA) with good subject knowledge of reports with this group to answer any questions they had about the task and to check their understanding as the lesson progressed.  

Teacher subject knowledge was shown to be effective in another aspect of the ‘Writing’ strand. This lesson focussed on a skill to craft the pupils’ writing using nouns, focussing on a specific sentence structure(Department for Education and Skills, 2015). For the introduction to this lesson, the teacher asked the children to reflect on what they had already learnt about nouns. When asking children questions, it is uncertain whether teachers can determine and control their pupils’ answers to their questions. The ‘recitation  script’ describes how teachers try to prescribe pupils’ answers, however it is suggested to be ineffective (Alexander, 2013, p. 12). Therefore, when asking the children to give examples of nouns, the teacher had to be prepared for a variety of answers and had to have good knowledge of nouns to be able to tell the children whether they were correct or incorrect. After this, the teacher explained an example of the sentence structure that the children would be learning throughout the lesson. Once this was explained, the teacher asked the children to write their own example on their mini-whiteboards to assess their learning and understanding of the sentence structure. From this assessment strategy, it could be shown that the children did not completely understand how to use the structure with commas in the correct places, therefore showing that with little teacher subject knowledge, the children cannot complete their sentences with correct punctuation or using the correct nouns. However, the main activity of this lesson showed how teacher subject knowledge can be used effectively to enhance children’s learning in Language lessons. For the main activity, the teacher was with one group and the TA was with another group, teaching the same task - a worksheet allowing the children to write their own sentences using nouns using the structure given. As there was a teacher with both groups, this allowed the children to have full access to teacher subject knowledge throughout the lesson, which was proven to be essential because the pupils had many questions about nouns and needed assistance with the structure. To ensure there was sufficient teacher subject knowledge with the TA’s group, the teacher had to ensure that the TA was told they would need to have a good understanding of nouns prior to the lesson, which is suggested in QTS S2.1 as it states, “trainees’ work with classroom assistants and other adults working with learners provides strong evidence of their understanding of subject knowledge” (DCELLS, 2009), showing that working with the TA to acknowledge their task and responsibilities shows that subject knowledge is present. Throughout the lesson, the teacher ensured to complete ‘on-the-spot’ marking and praising to ensure that the children were completing the task correctly. Without teacher subject knowledge, the teacher would not be able to mark the children’s work correctly, meaning they would not learn effectively. There is a clear contrast between the starter and main activity, showing the positive effects of teacher subject knowledge within one language lesson. 

As part of one lesson, a group of pupils had the task to complete ‘Rio Challenges’ which are challenges that should be completed with no teacher support, showing no teacher subject knowledge. According to Donaldson (2015, p. 61), children should be able to choose what they wish to learn as long as it abides with the school’s policy. Therefore, these tasks are suited for the children to learn different skills. Each activity is made to ensure that cross-curricular learning is taking place, so language skills are being learnt in any activity that the children chose for this Language lesson. Anna Penido (2018) suggests that if children have the opportunity to choose their activity or task, then they will be more engaged in the lesson. This was shown in this group activity as the children were engaged throughout the lesson and completed the task. However, due to the individual nature of these tasks, there is no immediate teacher knowledge that the children can access when they needed help researching for their posters. Therefore, when being shown the posters at the end of the lesson, it was clear that the children had perhaps retrieved information from American websites or unreliable websites as their spellings and Language was not completely accurate. This clearly shows the importance of teacher subject knowledge in Language lessons because without teacher subject knowledge, the children will not know or recognise the difference between ‘colour’ and ‘color’ and may therefore use this throughout their lives without knowing this is not standard formal English. 

Teacher subject knowledge can affect children’s learning in Foundation Phase as well as Key Stage Two. In Foundation Phase, the children were taught the Year One and Year Two skills from the Mathematical element, ‘Time’ from the Foundation Phase Framework (Department for Education and Skills, 2015a). Donaldson (2015, p.49) supports relating learning to real-life situations in Mathematics lessons in a cross-curricular style, which encouraged the teacher to relate the subject of time to the pupils’ lives whenever possible such as referring to lunch and play times throughout their learning. To begin the theme of time, the teacher used the curriculum as a basis for the learning by starting with the days of the week, months of the year and then progressing on to learning how to read ‘o’clock’ and ‘half past’ on analogue clocks. Throughout the teaching of these skills, the teacher used worksheets and differentiated activities for the pupils to learn effectively. Askew et al. (1997) shows connectionist orientated teachers show the most effective teaching and do not restrict pupils to just one ability. Therefore, although the teacher has differentiated worksheets, the teacher would assess the children to understand what worksheet to start the children on, then allowed the pupils to go on to the next level of work if they completed this successfully, regardless of what ability group they were in. In Cadle Primary School these were called ‘Next Steps’. Once the children completed their Next Steps they would be rewarded - encouraging the children to complete their work in a good time frame. This structure of learning showed effective pedagogical choices based on teacher subject knowledge.

Throughout PTE, it was observed that the children respond very well to songs because they are used frequently throughout their daily school routine. In addition to this, the Foundation Phase Framework suggests that the children should learn to sing the days of the week in Reception (Department for Education and Skills, 2015a). Therefore, through using songs in their learning, the teacher has encouraged the children to use their prior knowledge which is encouraged by the Department for Children, Education, Lifelong Learning and Skills (DCELLS) in the Thinking Skills documentation (DCELLS, 2008, p. 15a). Throughout the Mathematics lessons, the teacher used multiple songs related to time to encourage learners’ engagement, which can be supported by Maria Alegria as she believed that listening to music can increase concentration (Alegria, 2017). However, it was observed in PTE that sometimes children can get overwhelmed when using songs in class because they get too excited and can become rowdy. This limitation can be contrasted by a study which suggests that mathematical songs can make children more interested in Mathematics which influences higher results (Kocabaú, 2009, p. 542). In PTE, this strategy was mainly shown to work well as the children were engaged when activating prior knowledge of the days of the week as well as when learning the different times on the analogue and digital clocks. Furthermore, supporting Kocabau’s theory, Karp (1991) suggests that a positive outlook on Mathematics from the teacher will influence children to enjoy the lessons as they will see Mathematics as a beneficial subject. The teacher was observed to be very enthusiastic about Mathematics which encouraged and engaged the children more in the lessons. This exaggerated teaching style paired with the upbeat Mathematics songs was shown to be effective in getting the children’s engagement throughout the lessons as well as helping the children learn the months of the year as they remember them through singing the song. Although it may not seem like teacher subject knowledge is important when teaching the children songs, to help them remember the months of the year, the pedagogical choices that the teacher makes in this aspect of teaching Mathematics is important as the teacher, not only has specific subject knowledge of months of the year, but also has knowledge that teaching this skill by using songs is beneficial for the children as they will find it easier to remember. Furthermore, from Karp’s (1991) study, as well as personal experiences, it is shown that the exaggerated teaching style and a positive approach to teaching Mathematics shows children are more likely to be engaged in their learning and will want to learn Mathematics. Therefore, showing that teacher subject knowledge and pedagogical choices have an impact on children’s learning in Mathematics.

When introducing the theme of analogue clocks, the teacher first activated the pupils’ prior knowledge by asking where they had seen the image of the clock before then continued by teaching the children how to read the time using an analogue clock. The discussion of images, a clock in this instance, is important when showing the teacher’s knowledge and is important to show pupils’ thinking skills (Askew et al., 1997a). When asking open questions in learning, it can influence children to use their language skills, therefore encouraging cross-curricular learning, showing how teaching is evolving with the new curriculum as Donaldson (2015, p. 39) suggests there should be cross-curricular responsibilities for teachers to adhere to. The teacher then introduced the idea of ‘o’clock’ and ‘half past’ times through getting the children active by reaching up to the ceiling (up to 12) when shown an ‘o’clock’ time and crouching down to the floor (down to 6) when shown a ‘half past’ time. Piaget (1964) supports this active learning style as he states, “learning is possible only when there is active assimilation”. In this lesson, the active learning engaged the pupils and helped them remember where the big hand should point for ‘o’clock’ and ‘half past’ times on analogue clocks. However, this activity has its limitations as there may not be enough space in the classroom so it would not be safe for the children to be jumping up and down in the classroom setting for a starter activity.  On the other hand, this active strategy was proven to be effective in a recap activity that was done throughout the week where the children went outside with a TA and had to make their own analogue clocks using hula hoops and outdoor materials found in the playground and then had to put the clock hands in the correct place when told a time. This can link to the constructivist theory as it is suggested that children learn through the experiences that they have (Doolittle and Camp, 1999). The teacher is shown to use most of the aspects of Haylock’s (2008, p. 9) ‘Connections Model’ in this activity as the children use correct language throughout the lesson, understanding they are creating the image of an analogue clock - connecting language to images. When the children then have to move the hands of the clock to show a specific time, they are then using concrete materials to enhance their learning. After completing this activity the children had to complete a RAG Rating, to show the teacher if they understood the activity or if they needed more assistance, which came back with almost all ‘green’ results as well as feedback from the TA showing that the children enjoyed the activity and used the reaching up to 12 and down to 6 strategy when completing the task. As this task was TA led, the teacher had to ensure that the TA had knowledge of what the children had previously learnt and knowledge of time to ensure she could check the pupils were completing the activity correctly, showing that teacher subject knowledge is vital when teaching Mathematics to ensure the children get correct answers and are learning effectively. 

In conclusion, it can be shown throughout this assignment that teacher subject knowledge is important when teaching Language and Mathematics because when there was a lack of teacher subject knowledge, there were limitations to the pupils’ learning. It has been stated in this assignment, that when I, as the teacher, used my knowledge of Mathematics and Language to plan lessons, these lessons had good pedagogical choices meaning that I chose the best ways for the children to learn the various skills within Language and Mathematics lessons. For example, without the knowledge that children learn more effectively when they choose their own activity, the children may not have been engaged in their learning and may have messed around during the Language lesson because the teacher wasn’t focusing on them constantly as it was an individual task.  
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