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Part B 
 
Much like the trainee English teacher in Daly (2004, 193), my teaching experiences to date have shored up the idea that "learners are the starting point for making decisions about teaching.” When I began my training just over two months ago, one of the first things that struck me on reading the English Curriculum for Wales was: “How do you turn this into a lesson?” I’ve learnt a lot about the planning decisions involved since then, and, over the course of this essay, I hope to reflect on the journey I’ve been on so far as well as the long road ahead of me. I will describe the key concepts and theories that shaped the design of my scheme of work, my lesson plan and the resources for my microteach. I will situate these ideas within the main pedagogical debates in the literature and reflect on what I might have done differently in light of my first professional teaching experience (PTE). Finally, I will conclude by evaluating how all of these experiences have influenced my emerging ideas about the kind of teacher I want to be. 
 
1. How the literature informed my approach 
 
As even a cursory reading will make clear, the curriculum for English in Wales is skills-focused and learner-centred (Welsh Government, 2015), and so it is here – with an understanding of what my pupils’ learning needs were – that I began my planning.  
 
Using the Key Stage 3 attainment targets for reading (Welsh Government, 2015), I undertook an assessment of my students’ responses to a non-fiction text. (Within the constructed reality of the microteach assignment, one response was meant to be representative of the Year 9 class I would be teaching.) My focus was to determine which attainment targets the learners had met and where the gaps were. In turning this initial assessment into a scheme of work, it was clear from Basset et al. (2013) and Allison et al. (2015) that I needed to clarify the medium to long-term learning goals of my students. Only then could I describe the series of lessons by means of which they would progress from where they were to where they needed to be. To identify those goals, I turned to the Curriculum. 
 
In the same way that Piaget’s theory of maturation separated children’s learning and development into distinct stages (Muijs, 2004, 48), the Curriculum too is organised into key stages aligned to learners’ ages. As learners mature, the expectation is that their skill levels within each of the major strands (oracy, reading, writing) will progress and the range of experiences they are exposed to will increase in complexity. My reading of the curriculum (as well as the National Literacy and Numeracy Framework) suggested that I needed to provide my level 4 students with individual and collaborative opportunities to read a range of texts for different purposes - interpretation, verification, etc. - and to connect those experiences with oracy and writing activities in the classroom (Welsh Government, 2014; & 2015). It also provided the basis for my decision to sequence my scheme of work in the way that I did: beginning with techniques for locating, selecting and using information in nonfiction texts; supporting their written responses with evidence; and then extending their understanding of those texts further by means of inference. 
 
There is a definite connection between my selection of this subject matter for my microteach and my preference for Cox’s cultural analysis model (Moss, 2009, 5), which views the teaching of English as key to developing a critical understanding of the world. Specifically, I wanted to nurture my pupils’ conception of themselves as global citizens and deepen their understanding of Wales’ relationship to the rest of the world in line with Welsh Government policy (Welsh Government, 2013; & 2017). To achieve this, I opted to use as the main text for my scheme of work a speech by Welsh politician Anuerin Bevan on the Suez Crisis: a speech regarded by many (including me) as one of the greatest of the 21st century.  
 
What I soon realised is that, although I agree with the view expressed in Daly (2004) that teachers should have a personal, emotional engagement with the texts they use, this choice was fraught with complications. Several factors outlined in the literature came into play, in particular: the importance of culture in mediating learning (Nutthal, 2005); the diversity of society in terms of gender, socio-economic background, and individual preferences (Civitillo et al., 2016, 587); and the need for the material to be both accessible (Lemov, 2014, 53) and appropriate to the learners in terms of length and complexity (Butt, 2010, 35-43). In this regard, one of the main considerations for my microteach was the fact that my (fictional) class included a student who spoke English as an additional language.  
 
How then to balance all of these issues with my desire to “anchor in challenge” (Allison et al., 2015, 21-22) and set challenging work for all my students above and beyond the expectations they had of themselves? This proved to be a real conundrum. In the end, I settled on another speech by Bevan. It touched on the same subject matter and had the same quality and variety in language use as the first text; only it was shorter, less complicated and there was a good quality audio recording which I believed would make it more accessible and facilitate reading comprehension for all my students in my class. 
 
These types of decisions, as Titmarsch (2013, 208) points out, are some of the key ways in which differentiation manifests in the classroom: varying subject content and presentation to match learners’ needs, and “planning work that builds on pupils’ interests and cultural experiences”. Indeed, there appears to be an emerging consensus in the literature that setting high expectations for all students requires a much more nuanced approach to differentiation than merely setting tiered tasks, all-most-should objectives and student outcomes (Allison et al., 2015; Lemov, 2014; Chivers, 2014; and Civitillo et al. 2016). In view of these criticisms, I specifically avoided these forms of differentiation when designing my microteach.  
 
But although current research demonstrates that differentiation supports access to appropriately challenging learning experiences for students and is linked with improved attainment (Frankling et al., 2017, 74), the literature is equally clear that high expectations must be set relative to achievement (Donaldson, 2015, 60) to avoid pushing children into the panic zone (Allison et al., 2015). Moreover, I was also persuaded by the view that knowledge is not an end in itself – it must have meaning for individual learners; meaning that is relevant to the world they live in and situated to their needs (Daly, 2014).  
 
Still I was unsure. While there is something appealing about this Constructivist view - in which learning “transforms the pupil’s perception of reality and therefore changes them as a person” (Lowe, 2013: 326) - Kirschner’s main critiques demanded consideration (Kirschner 2006). Can knowledge be constructed by those who do not know? 

This debate in the literature was particularly relevant to the group my microteach was aimed at: a group currently low in competence and for whom the material was unfamiliar. Ultimately, I decided that my role as a teacher was to develop them into independent, life-long learners (Donaldson, 2015), to help them ‘learn through experience of the unfamiliar’ (Daly, 2014: 193), and work within their “Zone of Proximal Development” (Muijs, 2004, 50) to bridge the gap between what they did and didn’t know as well as between what they could and couldn’t do on their own.
 
However, inspired by my reading of Kirschner et al. (2013) and Allison (2015) on ‘cognitive load’ and ‘working memory’, my scheme of work sought to limit the material taught in individual lessons and provided a number of opportunities for the text to be taken in. Moreover, acting on advice in EngageNY (2014), I scheduled a number of close reads of the text throughout to build familiarity with the text. I also incorporated scaffolding resources into my microteach lesson to provide my students with sufficient guidance and support to move towards what Frankling et al. (2017, 80) called “self-directed, autonomous learning.” My intention here was to move them beyond “surface learning" of facts (Allison et al., 2015, 28) to "deeper learning"; but doing so without, to paraphrase Biesta (2012) and Kirschner (2006), ‘disappearing’ into the blackhole of ‘unguided instruction’.  
 
All of the scaffolding in my resource pack, including my use of a glossary and models with self-checking prompts, were suggested by Titchmarsh (2013:,210) and what Kirschner (2006, 80) described as ‘process worksheets’. I developed these resources to guide my students through successful completion of the task. I also used questioning to stimulate higher-order thinking, the development of critical thinking skills (Welsh Government, 2008) and to help deepen students’ understanding of the material taught (Pomerance et al., 2016, 23). 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Questioning, as I learned, was also key to formative assessment in the classroom (Lemov, 2010, 42; Titmarsch, 2013, 209). Accordingly, I planned individual and whole class activities that would give me the opportunity to check my students’ recall of key points, to probe their reasoning, and to apply skills we would have covered in previous lessons.  While most of the literature suggests that this type of formative assessment enables differentiated instruction (as it creates more opportunities for teachers to get to know their students academically, personally, culturally, socially, etc.), the opposing view also has support: namely, that the goals of differentiation and assessment are diametrically opposed. Mills (2013, 335-336) discusses some of these arguments, noting that differentiation by task might reduce the value of standardised summative assessments; that different expectations of students could bolster “the deficit construction” of marginalised students; and that students acquire a false sense of their abilities. I was very conscious of these critiques during my planning, and they informed my decision to frame a single learning objective for the class. 

This concludes my review of the relevant literature. In the next part of this essay I will critically evaluate my microteach in light of my first PTE, and reflect on what I would do differently now as well as the impact those revised choices would have on my and my learners’ experiences in the classroom.

2. Evaluation of microteach in light of professional teaching experience 
 
As noted in the brief evaluation of my microteach in Part A, I was not entirely happy with my performance on the day. One of the biggest issues was that I didn’t manage the pace and timing of my lesson effectively. My PTE to date has underscored just how important it is to get this right. Poorly managed lessons can have a negative effect on pupil motivation and have knock on effects for other lessons in the scheme of work if pupils do not complete the activities or work that has been set. Students learn at different paces; they process information differently and the depth and degree to which they engage with new and unfamiliar material will also vary. But what my first placement has taught me is that time management problems are not always easily fixed by increased use of online timers or the purchase of new-fangled wristwatches; more often than not, their source lies in ineffective planning.

With this in mind, there are a number of things I would now do differently. Firstly, I would plan fewer activities in view of the fact that my pupils were having to learn an advanced thinking skill they had not shown any competence at previously. Less, in this instance, would definitely mean more: more time to focus on learning the skill, more time to spend practising the skill, and more time for me to do rapid formative assessments in class – all of which, as Hattie (2012) points out can be particularly powerful when the learner is a novice. I would thus focus exclusively on drawing inferences from an image in one lesson, and then, having introduced them to the relevant concepts and skills, scheduled another lesson to practice applying those skills to a nonfiction text. I would also plan in a lesson two or three weeks later to revisit those skills. As Pomerance et al. (2016) has shown, this method is empirically proven to have significant effects on improving pupil retention of new information and learning new skills.

Secondly, I would select a different text: one that does not require background knowledge about Britain’s role in a complicated political crisis that unfolded in the Middle East more than 50 years ago. My PTE has opened my eyes to classroom diversity in a whole new way. Not only do students come from different socio-economic and cultural backgrounds, there is also significant variation in their knowledge, skill levels, motivations, interests, personality and behaviour. Selecting appropriate material under these circumstances is never going to be easy or without some controversy; nevertheless it is my responsibility as a teacher to get to know my pupils, determine where their interests lie and build engaging lessons that will inspire them to learn and expand their horizons. This does not mean “lowering the bar”. It is simply finding a hook on which to anchor challenge for the pupils relative to their current level of achievement. Without it, the learning and teaching experience is destined to be filled with frustration for all involved. 

Thirdly, I would schedule in more group activities and deliver a more focussed whole class instruction session that would lessen the total amount of “teacher talk” in the lesson. What became clear to me on my pupil trail during the first week of my PTE was the amount of input students have over the course of a normal day. Hattie (2012, 138) also notes how so many classrooms are dominated by teacher talk – “giving instructions on what to do, conducting the question-and-answer recitation in which so many students do not engage, but are happy to sit back and watch the action.” From both a classroom management and learning perspective, it can matter a great deal when in the school day or week a lesson takes place. Students will understandably find it hard to concentrate during a lesson taught at the end of a long day, as was the case with my microteach; but even more so when the material is advanced and unfamiliar to them. Given those conditions again, I would have cut the amount of higher-order questioning I did during my starter activity, given a more focused introduction to what an inference is and spent more time giving 1:1 feedback as they went through the worksheet. 

As I’ve gone through the process of reflection for this essay, it’s become increasingly clear to me now just how much my PTE has shifted my thinking on this issue. I can see now what Allison et al. (2015, 34) meant when they said that we can too easily become “obsessed with the details of individual lessons.” As I found enjoyment in the interaction with students during the question and answer exchanges, I wanted to spend more time doing that, to share what I knew, and lead them to new insights. Having now had a month’s worth of lessons under the belt, I can see that I need to think more about the greater whole of the scheme of work, and how to scale up their learning over a longer period of time.
 
The fourth change I would make is to interleave more. As Pomerance et al. (2014) note in their review of evidence-based strategies to improve student retention, understanding and take up of new information, presenting pupils with a combination of solved and unsolved problems (i.e. interleaving) allows them to identify the processes enabling effective execution of a skill before applying them to solve a new instance of the problem. In practice, this would mean that I would prepare a “worked example” (Kirschner, 2006) of an inference and review it with them before letting the students have a go at drawing an inference of their own using the model and glossary in the worksheet for guidance. 
 
Finally, having secured myself additional time in the lesson my making the changes outlined above, I would also have adapted the activity to include a self-assessment against clearly defined success criteria. I’ve observed a number self and peer assessments during my placement, and the experience to strengthened my confidence in their effectiveness as teaching strategies. Not only does self-assessments provide valuable information about whether or not students understand the skillset they are required to demonstrate, it also helps them identify their errors and areas for improvement. While I am persuaded by Kirscherner et al. (2013), who take the view that “learners are not always successful at controlling their own learning”, it is nonetheless important that teachers enable them to take greater ownership of their learning  (Hattie, 2012, 132-134). In doing so, we hopefully steer them away from the pitfalls of what Daly (2004, 195) has described as the condition of “learned helplessness”: where pupils receive knowledge from their teachers ”without the effort and unique rewards of enquiry.” 

The above strategies are also likely to address the two other areas of development identified in my microteach – namely, the preponderance of teacher talk and ensuring contribution from all students. 

As I draw this essay to a close, I turn now to a reflection on the kind of teacher I see myself becoming and relating this to the 2009 Qualified Teaching Standards (QTS) for Wales (Welsh Government, 2009). 
 
3. Development as a teacher 
  
It seems scarcely credible that not even three months have passed since the start of my teacher training. In that time, I’ve had to relearn key aspects of my subject knowledge, and been immersed in acquiring new pedagogical knowledge and skills. The experience has been all-consuming and at times overwhelming; but on the whole I feel grateful that I have had the opportunity to experiment, reflect and learn. Thinking about what has worked and what has not, reading articles and books in search of ideas and strategies, and observing teaching practice in real classrooms - all of these experiences have begun to coalesce into a personal “philosophy” of education, which is briefly explored below.

In my personal statement, I noted that one of my primary motivations for deciding to become a teacher was the tremendously rewarding transformation of the children I worked with in my after-school clubs. My PTE has reaffirmed both my decision to start a teaching career and my commitment to motivating and inspiring the pupils in my classes (as per QTS 1.3). One of the main ways I intend to deliver on this commitment is by teaching inspiring and challenging content, sharing my passion for the subject, conveying its relevance to how my student’s see the word and their development as moral and intellectual beings. The feedback I have received to date from my mentor and students suggests that this is on track, and that (in line with QTS 2.7) I am beginning to create a purposeful learning environment in my classrooms.

My experiences have also confirmed my belief that setting high expectations for my learners is critical to ensuring that they maximise their learning potential as described in QTS 1.2. Literacy levels are very low at my placement school, with at least 40% of pupils two to three years below their chronological reading age; conditions like dyslexia, dyspraxia and other additional learning needs are also a huge challenge. All of these factors pose enormous practical difficulties in terms of planning and classroom management, and it’s easy to see how this can begin to affect one’s interactions with pupils. To date, I have resisted labelling children as ‘low-ability’, ‘bottom set’, and ‘gifted and talented’, etc. I also recognise that I find my values challenged by working within a system that streams by ability. What I do not question, however, is that it is my responsibility as a teacher to provide appropriate challenge to all my students, including those labelled as “bottom set” and “more able and talented”.

But without a firm foundation of trust in me – trust in my command of the subject and perhaps most importantly, trust in the fact that I am interested in their development and wellbeing – none of these goals become possible. There is so much in the home, personal and social lives of students that can affect their learning and performance in the classroom. Keeping this in mind, and always remembering to put my learners’ needs at the centre of my teaching decisions, will be crucial to my future success as a teacher.
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	OBJECTIVES
(relate to QTS Standards
 where appropriate).
	
	ACTIONS TO BE TAKEN
	
	SUCCESS
	CRITERIA
	
	TARGET
	DATE

	
To manage the organise teaching time effectively

	
Plan schemes of work for Spring Term that distributes learning and practice of new skills across a series of lessons


Plan lessons using 4-part lesson structure (Connect, Activate, Demonstrate, Consolidate) to create more time for students to practice skills in lesson objective

Increase use of timers to manage pace of lessons

	
Scheme of work for Spring Term limits the amount of new material students will be expected to learn in any one lesson.

Lessons have more focussed group and individual activities for students and limit 


Activities do not overrun their allotted time significantly
	
January 2019



November 2018



November 2018

	Select material for lessons that take into account learners’ interests and cultural backgrounds 
	
Work with mentor to identify learner interests and select material appropriately
	
Lessons are accessible to pupils and provide appropriate level of challenge
	
December 2018

	
Increase use of self-assessment and peer assessments in class to evaluate learners’ progress towards planned learning objectives
	
Review scheme of work to identify opportunities to introduce self-assessment and peer-assessment activities into lesson plans
	
Self-assessments and peer assessments inform lesson planning. 

Students act upon targets identified
	
December 2018








image1.png
Prifysgol Cymru
¥ Drindod Dew Sant

J University of Wales
Trinity Saint David




