The purpose of this assignment is to explore three of Donaldson’s (2015) twelve pedagogical principles in depth, with a critical reflection of my own progress made on the planning and implementation of the three principles within my professional teaching practice. My professional teaching practise was conducted in a large, rural primary school in South Wales. I was based in the foundation phase, in a small year-two class with twenty-two pupils aged between six and seven. This essay has been divided into three sections based on the pedagogical principles under consideration with a discussion of the implementation of the principles within my own professional teaching practise; “Good teaching and learning means employing assessment for learning principles”, “Good teaching and learning regularly reinforces Cross-curriculum Responsibilities, including literacy, numeracy and digital competence, and provides opportunities to practise them” and finally “Good teaching and learning means employing a blend of approaches including direct teaching” (Donaldson, 2015, p.65-67).   

The first pedagogical principle I will discuss is ‘Good teaching and learning means employing assessment for learning principles’ (Donaldson, 2015, p.67). Assessment for learning (AFL) has be defined as the method of gathering and interpreting evidence not only for teachers, but also for learners to identify where they are in their learning, where they need to go and how best to get there (ARG, 2002; Ausubel, 1968; Hattie 2012). More recently, Wiliam (2009) has defined formative assessment as a constant regulation of the learning environment which takes place all the time in classroom interaction. AFL is an important aspect of the twelve pedagogical principles and has been highlighted as being the key means of raising educational standards (Black and William, 1998). Out of this review came four crucial recommendations; more thinking time for pupils to answer questions, teachers to provide constructive comments rather than marks, encourage pupils to assess themselves and each other and to involve pupils in the design of assessment and mark schemes. 

It is well established that AFL is a fundamental tool within the classroom as Black et al. (2002) revealed evidence that AFL strategies may improve attainment by half a level in KS2 and half a GCSE grade in KS3. This study not only highlights the significance of structured feedback within the classroom but additionally emphasises the importance of providing pupils with a way to improve their work which improves their overall attainment. Within my own professional teaching experience I successfully implemented AFL strategies throughout the majority of my lessons, through questioning, verbal feedback, pupil purple pen editing and using thumbs up and thumbs down to self-assess. I frequently used questioning as an AFL strategy within the majority of my lessons, as I found this was most effective to pupils learning and the simplest to incorporate into lessons. Gardner (2012) notes that rich questioning is vital in classroom practice as part of AFL since responses to more open-ended questions may reveal learners level of understanding and can be used to plan the next learning stage. Consequently, questioning was used at the beginning of the lesson, so I could identify where pupils were at or recall information from the previous lesson. Questioning was also used throughout the lesson so that pupils could apply their knowledge to new situations, and during the plenary where I could evaluate the overall learning process. Learning seemed to be effective through using questioning because it allowed children to have active discussion as I could challenge different levels of knowledge which allowed me to see if children were ready to progress with their learning. A recommendation for my future professional teaching practice is to implement Bloom’s taxonomy (Bloom, 1956), not only to improve children’s learning but to improve my questioning skills. Bissell and Lemons (2006) suggested that Bloom’s taxonomy enhances student’s skills, concepts and critical thinking thus is an effective element of formative assessment (Black et al., 2003). However, Eber and Parker (2007) note that despite being effective the implementation of Bloom’s taxonomy requires careful planning and consistency from the teacher to enhance learning. 

Nevertheless, while the effectiveness of the use of AFL within the classroom is widely acknowledged, claims are not always well rounded which Bennett (2011) suggested may stem from the lack of a definite definition of the concept. In addition this can be supported by Black and Wiliam (1998), who originally reported a general difficulty in defining formative assessment and the means it was interpreted through many different reviews.  Their review concluded that there cannot be any one optimum model in which policy for formative assessment can be based, but there are a set of guiding principles. These guiding principles are essential and are what Donaldson (2015) refers to as assessment for learning. 

During feedback from an observation conducted by my senior mentor, a target for my development was to implement a broader range of AFL strategies. During my last week of placement I tried different forms of peer-assessment techniques and found that ‘thumbs up and thumbs down’ was effective. In my reflection I noted that this might have been most effective because of the age group I was teaching; hence this approach was age appropriate and was a potential reason as to why I had struggled to implement more self and peer assessment strategies. Black et al. (2004) described self-assessment as essential to learning in ensuring pupils understand their learning goal with peer-assessment as an important complement to self-assessment. Supporting this, Deakin-Crick et al. (2005) suggested that as students become more familiar with peer assessing their work and discussing it with their peers the likelihood of pupils expressing opinions, asking questions and debating options increases. Consequently, I could develop the implementation of this principle in example three by extending the thumbs up thumbs down approach of their partners estimation to develop a star and wish. Gielen et al. (2010) found that asking students to justify their comments may lead to improvement, consequently, asking pupils to justify their thumbs up or thumbs down with the addition of a star and wish may give the other pupil a target of how to improve upon their original estimation.  

The second pedagogical principle I will discuss is ‘Good teaching and learning regularly reinforces Cross-curriculum Responsibilities, including literacy, numeracy and digital competence, and provides opportunities to practise them’ (Donaldson, 2015). Barnes (2015) defines cross-curricular learning as using the skills, knowledge and attitudes from several different disciples and being able to apply them to a single experience, hence this experience can be considered on a macro level. There is a growing body of literature that recognises the importance of cross-curricular approaches within education, as Hayes (2017) notes the knowledge and skills that pupils learn in one area may be used to reinforce learning in further areas, consequently softening subject barriers to combine appropriate areas of subjects into a multifaceted whole. Wallace et al. (2009) proposed that scientific investigations can be located within literacy, geography, stories, history, maths, drama and role-play to create a multitude of cross-curricular projects. However, an important distinction should be made between making natural and unnatural cross curricular links. Hayes (2017) found that links between some subjects are more natural than between others, such as, connections between music and geography which are likely to be more difficult to create naturally than those between subjects such as science and design and technology. 

Within my own professional teaching practise, I found it particularly difficult to incorporate cross-curricular links while teaching maths. Some of my maths lessons failed to include cross-curricular links and when I did include cross-curricular approaches they were often a small aspect of the lesson; hence maths was still the major focus. In example three under this principle in my portfolio, I have presented a maths lesson plan on estimation, where pupils were asked to estimate how many star jumps they could do in 10 seconds and then check their estimation. One potential reason for finding it difficult to incorporate cross curricular links within maths might be since the introduction of the numeracy hour, as since then many primary schools separated mathematics off from the rest of the curriculum to ensure they meet statutory requirements (Ward-Penny, 2010). Nonetheless, teaching mathematics by cross-curricular means may help to familiarise pupils with the idea of applying maths in different contexts and building towards critically evaluating its use against authentic limitations (Hayes, 2017; Starcic, 2016; Ward-Penny, 2010). The small use of applying estimation to a physical activity helped some children to understand the otherwise difficult concept, consequently in this situation learning through cross-curricular approaches was effective. This was evident through the use of questioning after the starter activity, where more children were able to give a more accurate definition of estimation and some even came up with strategies to make a sensible estimation.

A more holistic reflection would have included literacy lessons where I implemented cross-curricular activities, however due to the literacy level of the class being extremely low, the majority of literacy lessons were spent teaching speed sounds and carrying out interventions which meant implementing cross curricular approaches was difficult. Nevertheless, within topic lessons I used cross curricular approaches to incorporate literacy as well as the digital competency framework and knowledge and understanding of the world. Common features to success in learning suggest that cross-curricular approaches involving literacy are key to improving overall literacy standards (Walker-Dalhouse and Risko, 2008; Langer, 2001). This is supported by Harris and Grenfell (2004) who noted that cross-curricular learning provides opportunities for core skills that can be transferred in different contexts. Within topic lessons pupils learning appeared to be effective as they were able to produce three ideas as a whole class to reduce sea pollution which pupils then applied to their own coffee filter papers combining literacy and expressive arts to create their own slogan. 

One key issue within this principle is ensuring that cross-curricular approaches are natural and authentic rather than becoming an attachment which links to the pedagogical principle “Good teaching and learning creates authentic contexts for learning” (Donaldson, 2015, 67). Within this principle Waters (2013) describes good teaching as ‘bringing the world into range’, therefore pupils need to view the relevance of their learning not only in an authentic context but also within cross-curricular approaches. I was successful in implementing these principles within topic lessons when teaching about sea pollution. Authentic contexts were created by using iPads to show short videos and images of what sea pollution looks like, learning was effective as pupils were able to describe what they saw, how they felt and what they could do to reduce sea pollution. It has been consistently found that the use of digital technology within the classroom is related to learning developments on average of a further four months progress (Education Endowment Foundation, 2019). Nonetheless, the mere presence of technology in the classroom will not improve pupil’s attainment, as to be effective it must be embedded and driven by learning goals rather than driven by technology (Roschelle et al. 2000; Muir-Herzig, 2004). Consequently, technology should only be used if it will improve learning interactions, such as through creating authentic contexts of sea pollution inside the classroom. 

Finally, the last pedagogical principle I have chosen to discuss is “Good teaching and learning means employing a blend of approaches including direct teaching” (Donaldson, 2015, p.65). Flanders (1970) observed direct teaching as led by the teacher with dependence on authority, lecture and the giving of instruction. On the other hand, there is also indirect teaching from the constructivist approach, in which students are encouraged to contribute in an active learning environment which involves personal understanding and collaboration (Metzler, 2011; Morgan, 2007). However, Donaldson (2015) implies a move away from traditional, didactic direct teaching or favouring constructivist approaches and uses Hattie’s (2009) description of direct teaching by making the learning transparent and modelling and evaluating students work to check for understanding. This definition might be argued as subjective as it neither favours one approach or another, however its popularity might also lie within this as a focus of one approach would fail to reflect the complexity of pedagogical approaches within education. 

I was able to successfully implement the ‘direct teaching’ aspect of this principle in most of my lessons. Despite being in the foundation phase where typically the focus of teaching is on developing learning actively rather than merely transferring facts (Estyn, 2011), with being in the last stage of the foundation phase of year-two, I was able to implement direct teaching in the opening phases of my lessons. The learning during this time was usually effective as pupils were engaged, listened well and interacted with questioning well. It is important to note here, that the direct teaching approach adopted was based on Hattie’s (2009) description where the learning was not only made transparent but was often modelled and used with a success criteria. After the direct teaching approach pupils worked in focus groups with a member of staff to apply their new knowledge and giving pupils access to the success criteria not only meant that I could check if they were successful but ensured they knew how to be successful. To further progress within this principle I aim to improve my planning of direct teaching methods by modelling work more often and trying new approaches rather than simply sharing learning objectives and the success criteria.

The key phrasing within this pedagogical principle is ‘a blend of approaches’ since what works in one educational setting with one teacher may not necessarily work in another. For example, Pell et al. (2007) were strong advocates for the use of group work within the context of key stage three (KS3). However, despite the supporting research for the effectiveness of collaborative learning amongst pupils (Galton and Hargreaves, 2009; Galton et al. 2009), there is also equal evidence surrounding the unsuccessful use of collaborative learning from the result of poor planning or enforced collaborative learning. It is not that group learning is effective or not effective, as strong claims could be made about direct teaching or focus groups. What is essential here, is that it is the combination of pedagogic approaches and their implementation that is successful, whilst in addition ensuring the approach is appropriately suited to the activity for purposeful learning. This is supported by Stronge et al. (2007), who concluded that it is not that certain approaches are more effective, but rather that with careful implementation, and a fair amount of planning and organisation these approaches can be used as a blend of successful techniques. 

Within my own professional teaching experience I was able to implement this pedagogical principle well when focusing on ‘a blend of approaches’. Working in a foundation phase setting meant that employing a blend of different approaches was imperative to keep the children engaged, on-task and to ensure purposeful learning was occurring. Continuous provision is an aspect of most foundation phase classrooms which provides exciting, meaningful, play-based ways to promote learning with the aim of continuing a child’s learning in the absence of an adult (Bryce-Clegg, 2013; Bennett and Weidner 2012). McEvoy (2019) points out that continuous provision may encourage a child to develop certain dispositions dependent on the teachers planned activities. This is evident within my own practice as example three within this pedagogical principle shows how I planned for children to problem solve how they could build a bridge for the gingerbread man to cross the river. Hence, the planning of enhanced provision seems dictate the skills that the children develop during the week, such as problem solving used in my example. However, Bottrill (2018) suggests that teachers should step away from the areas of continuous provision because essentially, we are limiting children to our own choices rather than their own which subsequently puts a ‘cap’ on their learning (p.22). Considering Bottrill’s viewpoint in my own implementation of enhanced provision, it would have been interesting to see what would have happened if the enhanced provision wasn’t so rigidly planned that the children were able to construct their own learning. For example, if I had set up the enhanced provision discussed in example three with a range of resources and not modelled the activity, the activity may have been more open-ended, and the learning more effective because children may have applied their own imagination to construct a very different activity. 

A way of improving my own enhanced provision planning might be to use a pupil voice session where the class plan their own enhanced provision for the week ahead. This will not only give them ownership of their learning but also allow them to apply their own imagination to tasks. Similarly, Davies et al. (2013) asserts that when pupils have a high level of control over their learning and activities within the classroom a creative environment in education can be established. This highlights that the skill of creativity can be increased when pupils are encouraged to take risks and make their learning relevant to them within a flexible environment. In addition, this links to the pedagogical principle ‘Good teaching and learning means employing a blend of approaches including those that promote problem solving, creative and critical thinking’, despite not discussing this principle, the use of a blend of approaches within teaching is fundamental as presented by Donaldson (2015) across two of the twelve pedagogical principles.  

In conclusion, to develop my own professional practice and students learning in the classroom, several recommendations can be made from my critical reflection for future improvement. Firstly, I aim to include a range of assessment for learning strategies within my planning and be able to implement these in the classroom, which could be through using more self and peer assessment strategies to ensure pupils understand their learning goals (Black et al. 2004; Gielen et al. 2010).  Furthermore, I aim to develop more cross-curricular opportunities in maths, in addition to becoming familiar with leading whole-class literacy lessons to be able to embed cross curricular links. Finally, I aim to consider alternative teaching approaches to enhanced provision as I move from foundation phase into key stage two, to ensure that a blend of teaching approaches continues. This is supported by Donaldson’s (2015) aim to continue creative, play-based and emergent learning approaches into the key stage two environment. 
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