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This journal is based on experience I recently gained in a mainstream primary school. The school is located within the county of Neath Port Talbot and there are currently around 250 full-time pupils on the register (Welsh Government, 2018). Approximately 6.5% of pupils are entitled to free school meals, which is significantly lower than the national percentage of 20%. No pupils come from Welsh speaking homes. The school received good reviews by ESTYN during their last inspection in 2017. 
The name of the school and the names of the children involved will be kept confidential and anonymous for security and confidentiality reasons. However, I have the school's permission to discuss the research conducted. I followed the BERA (2011) guidelines during the observation process to ensure confidentiality of the school. The school will be referred to as ‘Primary School A’ in the bibliography.

Before starting the placement, I had researched numerous issues within contemporary education. I was mostly interested in discovering more about technology enhanced learning and testing and assessment, therefore I focused on these two topics whilst observing on placement. During my two weeks in the primary school, I was able to gain experience in most of the classrooms within the school, ranging from reception class up to year 6. 

Firstly, I will discuss technology enhanced learning within the modern classroom. During my first day of observing, it was clear that technology plays a big role in today’s education system. Every class was equipped with an interactive white board. Teachers now complete the daily register and food register using computer software, something that has changed since I was in primary school. 

QR Codes
In a year 2 classroom I noticed ‘QR codes’ placed in various areas. The teacher explained to me that they were being used for one of the enrichment tasks that week. The children would have to use a ‘QR reader app’ to an iPad to scan the code. After scanning the code, a website would come up with a specific task on it. I was amazed that children so young were using such advanced technology in order to complete tasks. It was a great way to keep the children engaged in the task and wanting to learn. According to Hewitt and Tarrant (2015), learning has changed significantly in the last decade. Learning is more innovative than ever before, as virtual learning spaces are taking over. Burns (2016) states that scannable technology like QR codes, make it simpler for pupils to access materials and resources that the teacher has created for them. One of the biggest benefits of using such technology is that it engages children in their own work. It also allows teachers to easily share the good work that the children have produced. It could be shared on the white interactive board in the classroom, so that other pupils can be inspired by their peers’ work. Additionally, it will give the producer of the work (the pupil) some pride knowing that their work has been shown to the rest of the class. 

QR codes can be a major benefit in a pupils’ learning as when these codes are opened they can contain audio and video clips to assist the pupil in the activity they are doing. Law and So (2010) used QR codes to assist pupils through a self-assessment process, a QR code would be printed on a work sheet and once scanned the code would divert to a website which would guide the pupils through a self-assessment. At the end of the self-assessment there would be another QR code that would guide the pupils to the correct answers, so they could see how they scored in their self-assessment.

Digital Competence Framework
As I moved up the school to the older age groups, technology enhanced learning was becoming even more apparent. Pupils were very skilled in ICT. The year 4 teacher explained to me that the Welsh Government had introduced a ‘Digital Competence Framework’ in 2016. Digital competence is one of three cross-curricular responsibilities. Numeracy and literacy are the other two responsibilities, so it is an extremely important element of the curriculum. The framework is focused on digital skills that can be used cross-curricular and in a variety of other situations. The framework is different from the ICT subject (technology, information and communication). The aim of the framework is to ensure that pupils have opportunities to frequently use and develop ICT skills across all subjects (Welsh Government, 2016).


Green screens
Whilst in the year 4 class, I was observing the children and noticed some of the children interacting with a green screen. Their focus task of the week was related to changes in the weather. Some of the children were using the green screen as a weather forecast board whilst using an iPad to record clips. The teacher explained to me that the lesson objective was to use sentences for example ‘it is snowing today in Cardiff whilst in Carmarthenshire it is raining’. The children were pointing north, east, south and west on the green screen whilst explaining what the weather was like in certain areas of Wales. It allowed the children to be imaginative whilst developing their understanding of the world, language and literacy and digital competence and ICT skills. This task was a great example of Graham Donaldson’s (2015) successful futures framework, as it implemented many areas of learning and experience from Donaldson’s review into only one task.  

Green screens are a great way of implementing kinaesthetic learning into a classroom according to Edgar Dale’s Cone of experience (Dale, 1969). Dale’s cone of experience suggests the success rate of learning and remembering, using different startegies of teaching. A child is likely to remember 10% of what they read, 20% of what they hear, 30% of what they see, 50% of what they hear and see, 70% of what they say or write, and finally 90% of what they do and say. Green screens would come under the category of what pupils do and say, meaning that they’d learn roughly 90% of the lesson objective. It is an extremely effective method of teaching.

The tremendous increase in technology resources has led to rapid technological integration in the classroom, and there is a big debate amongst researchers and educators whether this change has a positive impact on learning. From what I observed, it definitely had a positive impact on children’s engagement. Engagement is fundamental to children’s learning, without engagement, a child will lose interest in the task, and subsequently won’t learn (Boyd, 2009).

Interactive whiteboards
In reception class, I noticed children using the interactive whiteboard to form numbers with their fingers. It was clear that the children thoroughly enjoyed using the interactive whiteboard. They saw it as playing, although they were definitely learning through their play. Interactive white boards are thought to stimulate learning and inspire learners. Teachers are able to create engaging, fun lessons using the interactive whiteboard. It’s much easier to show pupils specific things on the interactive white board i.e. a video of something educational. Kopp and LeMoine (2012) stated that research has recurrently shown that pupils learn more effectively when they are completely engaged. Multisensory, hands-on learning is known to engage children fully. Interactive whiteboards are the perfect example of something that is multisensory and engaging.  

To the top end of the school, I experienced a teacher using a website called ‘Kahoot’ at the end of a lesson. Pupils were put into pairs and received an iPad between them. They were told to go onto the internet and type in a website called ‘Kahoot’. The teacher had prepared a quiz relating to their topic on this website. Every pupil had to type in the ‘PIN code’ that the teacher had written down on the whiteboard. After doing this, they would be allowed access to the quiz. Meanwhile, on the interactive whiteboard the quiz would pop up. The children would have to read the question on the board and touch the answer on their iPad’s that was displayed in multiple choice. They had roughly 20 seconds to do this. The fastest pair to answer the question correctly would appear on the board and they would receive the most points. The children loved the activity and it was obvious that there was a sense of competitiveness to the activity. After answering all 10 questions, the winning pair would be displayed on the screen, in addition to the two runner ups. Cheung, Kwok, Kubota, Lee and Tokito (2018) note that Kahoot is very beneficial for the teachers and pupils to see what they understand and don’t understand about a topic. Additionally, it is an interactive service which is thoroughly enjoyable for the pupils and for the teacher.
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iPad’s
Throughout the entire school I noticed iPads were being used frequently. A trolley of iPad’s was shared amongst 2 to 3 classes. Within the 2 weeks at the school, I definitely noticed a sort of competitiveness amongst the children with wanting to use the iPads. The younger children in the Foundation Phase would sometimes ‘fight’ over them. 

The Education Technology Association (2012) suggests that some teachers believe that iPads have totally changed teaching. From my experience I noticed that children were using iPads on a frequent basis whenever they were able to. Both the children and the teacher were more than happy for the children to use the iPad to participate in online learning on a number of apps that were installed to the iPad. The apps that were installed on the iPad consisted of educational apps for most subjects if not all subjects within the primary school I attended. The children were thoroughly engaged whilst using these apps and were displeased when the iPads were taken away. The Education Technology Association (2012) managed to gather results, where 17% of teachers use iPads in most lessons, 38% of teachers are using it between 6 and 10 times for lessons and 80% using it once every ten lessons. These statistics suggest that the iPad is becoming an essential part to education in current times. Further to children and staff using the iPad frequently in lessons, 51% of pupils believe that the apps on the iPad are a valuable part to their lessons and have helped their learning in education, whilst a further 25% strongly agreed with the idea. 54% of teachers and other staff would agree with the pupils that the apps installed on the iPads are valuable and are making teaching easier. 

Lynch (2017) stated that nearly 5 million families in the UK do not have access to the internet. A lot of homework and coursework is required to be done using technological devices, which makes it extremely difficult for those children without a computer, tablet and internet at home. Not only does it embarrass the child, it makes them disadvantaged compared to their peers. Their ability to develop their education is hindered. Schools have offered solutions to this, i.e. allowing the children to use the computers during break times and after school to complete their work. This is also disadvantageous to the children as they are missing out on their breaks where they play and have fun with their children.

A study conducted in Trinity College Australia found that students achieved higher results when using iPads compared to a group of students used textbooks to complete the test (Jennings, 2011). Therefore, studies suggest that there is a positive relationship between the classroom use of iPads and the increased learning of the students.

Technology conclusion
After observing and reading a range of literature on technology enhanced learning, I feel like I have learnt and gained a lot of experience relating to the topic. Technology has advanced remarkably in the last 20 years. The opportunities teachers and pupils now have is exciting and extremely engaging for the children. Educators and researchers now recognize the benefits and importance of mobile learning. 
“We need technology in every classroom and in every student and teacher’s hand, because     it is the pen and paper of our time and it is the lens through which we experience much of our world.” (Warlick as cited in Audain, 2014).

Mobile learning happens when the pupil is not in a fixed location i.e. sitting by a desk. Learning does not have to be fixed and limited to textbooks (Shih, Chu, Hwang & Kinshuk, 2011). Technology enhanced learning ranges from green screens, iPads, computers and interactive white boards, amongst others, all of which bring positive effects on children’s learning. However, some educational researchers have noted some negative impacts of technology enhanced learning. Some believe that too much technology in the classroom is harmful. Clement and Miles (2018) state that technology is being overused in some classrooms. A lot of pupils learn best when interacting with what they are learning. Technology should not replace hands on experience with things such as art supplies, science equipment or musical instruments. Many teachers rely on power point presentations, which simply isn’t enough and doesn’t meet pupils’ learning needs. Furthermore, if technology is used effectively by the practitioner, it has the potential to make learning much more engaging and exciting for pupils. 

However, with all technology it can be temperamental. If the internet connection is down, it could put the teacher in a difficult position if they have not planned a backup lesson. Roche (2012) notes that technology can also be dangerous, therefore online safety courses are essential especially when children are using them.

Testing and Assessment
The second part of the journal will include reflective observation relating to testing and assessment. I did not see much testing in the school overall, but some of the teachers explained that although there might not be a written test, they do test and assess the children on a daily basis, but it might not be obvious. There are two main types of assessments, formative assessment and summative assessment. Formative assessment is a part of everyday teaching as teachers gain evidence about their pupils’ learning by listening, questioning and observing. Summative assessment on the other hand is undertaken weekly, monthly or yearly as it is more of a formal test that shows information about pupil’s knowledge and achievement (Northern Ireland Curriculum, 2013).

‘Assessment can affect pupils’ motivation to learn. It plays a crucial role in improving learning and raising standards’ (Stiggins, 2008).

Lollipop sticks
Throughout the observation process in numerous classes, I noticed techniques teachers used with their pupils in order to test the pupils’ knowledge of a subject. One method that most of the teachers used in the foundation phase was the lollipop questioning method. The teachers had a jar of lollipop sticks with the name of every child in the class on it. During carpet time, the teachers would question the children on their knowledge of a recent subject they had learnt using a lollipop stick picked at random. This is an example of formative assessment. 

Goodrich (2012) explained that the ‘lollipop questioning method’ avoids a few pupils becoming dominant in the questioning process. The method is designed so that every child has the opportunity to answer. It also makes the children think about the answers just in case their name pops up. It is a fantastic form of formative assessment and is a great method for pupil engagement. Although it has mostly positive effects on the pupils and the teacher, it can cause some anxiety amongst quieter pupils. Many teachers feel uneasy about using this technique, as they worry that it puts students "on the spot" and can embarrass them or make them feel anxious (Pearsall, 2018). 

Incerts
A foundation phase teacher explained that the children don’t know that their being tested and assessed during this stage as they’re too young to realise. However, the teachers do track pupils’ progress and development frequently using an electronic assessment software called Incerts. Incerts allow teachers to keep track of every child’s progress in a very in depth and detailed way. Ellis (2013) notes that the online programme allows teachers to continuously record skill-by-skill assessments across the National Curriculum subjects. The system will identify every child’s strengths and weaknesses. The teacher can see what needs to be addressed in order for the chid to reach their fullest potential. 

Whilst Incerts is extremely beneficial for tracking children’s progress, it is a lot of pressure for teachers as it is extremely time consuming. Valuable teaching and planning time are being compromised due to the demands of tracking children on a daily basis.

National Tests
One teacher explained to me that children start undertaking national literacy and numeracy tests in May when the children reach year 2. They were introduced after SAT’s were abolished in 2004. They are then required to take a reading and numeracy test every year up until year 9. Reading tests consist of short questions that are based on two or more writings. The questions can consist of checking to see how well a child understands the text or if the child is able to make a judgement about the reading. Prior to taking the test, children are prepared by being allowed to take sample papers, this is so the children can familiarize themselves with what to expect for the actual test. Children in English-medium schools are to take the reading test in English only, however children in years 4-9 in a Welsh-medium schools are to take the test in both English and Welsh language. Those children in years 2 to 3 in Welsh medium schools are only required to take the test in Welsh (Welsh Government, 2018).

Following up from the reading national test, children must also take a numeracy test. There are two different types of numeracy tests for children in years 2 to 9, the procedural test measures test, which consists of measuring, data and numbers. The other numeracy test is the reasoning test, this test helps to understand and measure what children know and how they can apply this to everyday problems. Both numeracy tests are to be taken in the language of the school (Welsh Government, 2018). The tests are compulsory for all Year 2-9 children in Wales. They’ve become a statutory part of the school curriculum since September 2013. 

After the teachers mark the tests, parents and guardians receive a report at the end of the summer term on how the child did in their test. It will include their standardised score, and it will also compare how the child did in comparison to other of the same age in Wales. Additionally, it will include a progress score.

According to The National Education Union (2016) there is becoming a growing obsession with test results. Children are now being ‘taught to the test’ and the preliminary objective seems to be becoming about improving children’s capacity to pass a test rather than developing a child’s education. National tests are becoming a way to punish teachers. There is little consideration given considering the circumstances that some children’s capabilities are lower than others, some may have additional learning needs and therefor may not achieve as well as their peers. The growing obsession with national tests are driving teachers to leave their profession as teachers are becoming dissatisfied that they are teaching to the test. Wales is known for its recent reputation of adopting a Scandinavian style of education. The values in Wales’ foundation phase is that of learning through play. Teachers support pupils through delivering a more informal style of teaching which helps children to develop their critical thinking, problem solving and independent learning. Due to the national tests, teachers are becoming stricter and are delivering their teaching in a more formal way, this is undermining the values of the Welsh foundation phase approach. Teaching in a more formal way in preparation for national tests is having a negative effect on children as they are becoming unfamiliar in their environment which will conflict in their education up until this point. 

The National Education Union (2016) states that according to NUT members an overwhelming 90.14% of teachers believed that national testing did not provide new information about pupils they had taught not provided by teacher assessment. Additionally, 87.57% of teachers believed that national tests were not leading to any sort of improvements in pupil attainment. There is a growing concern about the national tests, more so those children who are very young sitting them also. Those sitting the test coming from foundation phase may not have had any sort of experience of formal teaching in preparation of the tests. Teachers are beginning to fear for some children’s wellbeing due to children refusing to attend school in fear of being taught formally or and of the national tests. It is believed that some children are showing poor behavior, being emotional, refusing to eat and others to the extent of soiling themselves due to the pressure that is being placed on them to perform well in the national tests. A staggering 96.35% of NUT members believed that the literacy and numeracy tests were not having a positive outcome for pupils, whilst a further 87.36% of teachers believed that these tests were having a negative effect on pupil’s stress levels.

Teachers and practitioners in Wales have voiced their frustration at the content and language in the national tests. It is believed that some of the language that has been used for the questions within the test are not age relevant and many children have struggled to understand the meaning of the question. This is leading to many children failing these tests because they are not of the age to show understanding of the literacy or numeracy that is required. It has been reported that there have been numeracy test papers that have excessive words in their style of question which has led to children not understanding the question and failing to get high scores, especially those of second-hand English backgrounds. The content of the questioning has also come under scrutiny as they have not been relevant to interest or experiences of the children answering the question (The National Education Union, 2016).

According to The Welsh Government (2016) schools have used the national tests to monitor how well children are performing in their schools. It is believed that these tests are conducted to help highlight where some children may need more help to improve on their current knowledge and skill. The national tests help a teacher in providing information about their pupils about their numeracy and literacy, so this can be improved in the classroom. Teachers may also use the results of these tests to recognize any strengths with a pupil’s literacy and numeracy. According to the Welsh Government (2016) Wales’ test results for reading and numeracy in 2016 vary from below average for year group and average for year group, with the majority of Welsh county’s performing average for their year group. Similarly, the Welsh Government (2017) shows the same results categorically, however there has been a slight improvement throughout most Welsh counties. This shows that national testing can have a positive outcome as these results can be judged year on year to monitor improvement.

Testing conclusion
From gaining my placement and researching a variety of literature on testing and assessment, I have broadened my knowledge in this area. Testing and assessment has advanced drastically and has developed over the last two decades (Pendergast and Main, 2019). There are assessment methods such as assessment for learning, formative and summative assessments. All of these assessment techniques have their own beneficial purposes. 

National testing has been put under great scrutiny as it is feared that children are being taught to the test and are becoming alienated in their own environment, these national tests have brought great pressure on children which is believed to be unnecessary pressure for children at this age. It can be argued that national testing can have a positive outcome as it helps monitor children’s numeracy and literacy skills throughout their education and can help teachers understand where their pupils may be thriving or struggling.

To conclude this has been a great opportunity to gather valuable experience on placement and I believe I have noticed and learned things whilst on placement that I wouldn’t have noticed prior to this reflective journal. It is clear to notice that there are existing problems in contemporary education regarding technology and testing and assessment. Much of the debate to do with technology would be that our primary schools are becoming too heavily reliant and are over using technology. However, this is not necessarily a negative thing as technology seems to be having a positive outcome on today’s pupils. Testing and assessment has become a topic that has come under heavy criticism, due to the increased pressure it puts on young children. It is also believed that teaching methods in the Welsh foundation phase has become more formal in preparation of pupils being ‘taught to the test’. Oblivious testing however can have a more positive outcome as children are not necessarily aware that they are being tested on a daily basis and this testing can give a teacher more knowledge about what their pupils may be struggling with or thriving in. Overall there remains issues within these topics however, there are many positives to take from both topics.
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