For my placement for this module I decided I wanted to go Gwaunfarren primary school. I went here during reading week, which was from the 6th-12th November 2018. Gwaunfarren is one of 19 primary schools in the borough of Merthyr Tydfil, and is situated in the area of Penydarren which is where most of the children come from. However it is also very close to the Gurnos estate where an increasing amount of children are starting to attend Gwaunfarren. (Merthyr Tydfil county borough council, 2017)(Estyn, December 2011). Here I spent week, travelling around the 5 key stage 2 classes, (yr 3,4,4/5,5 and 6) spending a day in each of the classes.
One of the main reasons I wanted to spend some time here is that it is my old primary school, so naturally I wanted to return to see how things had changed since I attended the school over 10 years ago. Another factor is that they also have a range of teachers as many of the teachers teaching there are teachers that taught me when I attended the school, however they do also have several newer staff, who have joined the school within the last 3-4 years, some even being newly qualified primary school teachers. Therefore I wanted to see if there would be a contrast between the new and the old teachers in how they taught and if you could tell the difference styles.  This was definitely one clear point that I noticed within my week. When I spent time in the year 3 and year 5 classes, which were taught by Mrs Stephens and Mr McCarthy, I felt like the classes went a lot smoother and were run with a lot more structure than the other 3 classes, with the newer teachers. I also felt like they had a lot more authority within the classroom and had a lot more control of the class. This was especially so with Mr McCarthy’s year 5 class, as several teachers had told me that they were the very challenging class with several ‘characters’ amongst them. However I felt like Mr McCarthy had full control over the class at all times, although even he said on that particular day they were a lot more responsive and behaved so it might just have been the presence of an outsider in the class that made them a lot more calmer and easier to control. I also found that these older teachers also just had to speak for the children to turn and listen to them, whereas the younger teachers had to use techniques such as clapping their hands several times to get the children to listen. This often also resulted in regular shouting from some of the younger teachers which you could tell often didn’t work, therefore losing them even more respect and cooperation from the children. I also found that the older teachers also knew how to use the LSA’s a little more efficiently within lessons and tasks, especially with helping with the lower ability groups. This was compared to the other teachers where then tended to just use the LSA’s to either take the children to do catch up work or general little tasks such as putting up or taking down display boards.
I also saw a big difference between the teaching styles from the older and younger teachers. I found that the older teachers would often stick to regimented lessons, using things such as break and lunch to separate the lessons up. I found that this meant that the lessons were a lot more structured, and more set, as everything was split up and placed into specific times. I felt like this made these classes feel a lot more formal, and more like traditional teaching of teach a lesson, do an activity and the class is done. However I found that the younger teachers, particularly Mr Jones didn’t tend to have a very structured day. The day would consist of more lessons with some only being short, sharp games or activities, such as doing a quick welsh game or just putting in some maths or spelling questions in-between structured formal sessions, such as talk 4 writing. In some cases I thought this was a very efficient way of teaching, especially trying to fit in maths and English into the day and to do refresher lessons to see what they remember. However I found that by splitting the big sessions up such as the talk 4 writing, meant that it took longer to go through sessions as information would have to be repeated and rerun through. Children would often get confused too from the switching between lessons. However some of them reacted well to having a break and going through all the information in one task. 
Another observation that I made that is clearly impacting the school is lack of funding and a low budget for the school. This is a problem in general within Merthyr Tydfil as it is one of the most poorly funded boroughs in Wales, also with some of the worse unemployment and crime figures too. This is also clearly impacting on Gwaunfarren school particularly with the increase of children coming from the Gurnos estate area. This is particularly visible in the attitude from some of the children, as some acted like they had little care and hated school, regularly came in late or didn’t do their homework or weekly reading. 
 ‘Around 23% are eligible for free school meals, which is a little above the national average.’ The individual school budget per pupil for Gwaunfarren Primary School in 2010-2011 means that the budget is £3,198 per pupil. The maximum per pupil in primary schools in Merthyr Tydfil is £7,735 and the minimum is £3,000. Gwaunfarren Primary School is 21st out of the 24 primary schools in Merthyr Tydfil in terms of its school budget per pupil. (Estyn, December 2011)’
As shown by the Estyn report, Gwaunfarren was one of the poorest funded schools in Merthyr in 2011. I could not find any more current figures but on my placement it still seemed like funding was still clearly a massive problem within the school. I found that most lessons just involved the white board, books and worksheets, with anything extra being down to the teachers to bring in. They did have I.T resources such as I pads and laptops, however these were few and often shared and passed around between classes, therefore they rarely featured in lessons as there was no guarantee you could have them. This often also meant that worksheets from books were often used, and lesson assessment was often not particularly creative. Another thing that was shared around between classes were LSA’s and they would often share their time between 2/3 classes particularly amongst the older years, so again they could not be relied upon for help in every lesson as they were often switching between classes.
One thing I would like to change if was to redo my placement is the time of year I did my placement. This was because the week I did my placement was the first week of a new half term. Therefore pretty much all of the lessons were introductory lessons, and all pretty much were taught the same. This was that they often created a bubble map of what they already knew then created sentences to expand on what they had on their bubble map and include what they’re going to or want learn. Throughout the years subject themes were also repeated such as years 3 & 4 both did castles and 5 & 6 both did science and the future. Therefore by moving up through the years cornerstones classes were sometimes even word for word identical. However in the years 5 & 6 classes they were finishing off some things from the term before, so I did get to see some topics from last term being completed , such as the theme park rides and their talk 4 writing stories. Another problem with the week was that it was an assessment week for the teachers, with class observations being made by the head and assistant head in every class. This meant that teachers were very much on edge and had to keep on top of work and lessons, making sure both they and the children met all the targets required. This often meant that the teachers would be busy during breaks, so couldn’t really talk to me too much outside of lessons, and it also didn’t give me the opportunity to do much teaching or direct hands on work with the children. However because of this I did get to join in with and have an impact on one of the lesson planning sessions for the year 2 & 3 classes.
Looking back on my experience I think the biggest thing that I’ve taken out of this placement is the pure reality of teaching and how not straight forward it is. I’ve learnt that often a class will not go to plan and that’s normal. You’ll also never get a full class with all your pupils as children will come in and out of class for extra support, reading or even music lessons. I’ve realised how flexible you have to be, as plans are changed and things such as swimming lessons have to be factored into your day for 2 weeks. I’ve also understood a lot more how to apply our theories and what we know in class into the real world and our classrooms. But most importantly I’ve realised how much fun education at primary level and working with young children can be. It’s confirmed that despite its hundreds of challenges it’s something I’m suited too and I’d love to do more of in the future. 
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