Explain why teacher subject knowledge is important in relation to teaching Language and Mathematics in primary schools in Wales.

Subject knowledge is important in all areas of teaching and in order to fulfil your potential as a teacher, having prior subject knowledge is very important. This is because if the teacher doesn’t understand the work that the learners are learning, the learners will only learn the basics for that subject, and if the learners have any questions about what is being taught, the teacher will only be able to answer the question if they have prior subject knowledge and therefore, learners will learn from asking their own personalised questions. In, The Glossary of Education Reform, subject knowledge if described as,

“the body of knowledge and information that teachers teach and that students are expected to learn in a given subject.”
[bookmark: _GoBack]Ed Glossary, 2016

This quote explains why subject knowledge is important when teaching, however that could go further. Subject knowledge should be knowing more about a topic than the learners, because the teacher can then use different approaches to teaching, and be able to answer questions fully if the learners ask more questions about the subject. During this essay, I will be discussing why subject knowledge is important when teaching Language and Mathematics in primary schools in Wales. Using and reflecting on my own experience of teaching in order to further discuss the importance of teaching with prior subject knowledge.

For teaching the Foundation Phase, I will be mainly focusing on the teaching of reading and how a teacher’s prior knowledge on what the children will be learning and also the range of abilities within the class is vital to encouraging the children learn as much as possible. ‘Read and Spell’ list three methods for teaching reading. The first of these methods is, ‘The Phonics Method’. This method is, “concerned with helping a child learn how to break words down into sounds”. This shows that the main interest of teaching reading to Reception children should be by initially starting to teach them the sounds that different letters make, before teaching them to read individual words. This was the main method I used to approach teaching English to the children in Reception in my Professional Teaching Experience (PTE). Another method that ‘Read and Spell’ list is, ‘The Whole-word Approach’. This approach is more of look and learn approach for children. This approach is teaching the children how to read by showing them words and saying what that word is, in the hope that children learn the patterns from that. The problem with this, when compared to the phonics approach, is that when it comes to learning longer words, the children who know the individual phonics letters, will be able to sound out each letter and have good go at reading the word. Whereas, with the ‘Whole-word Approach’ the children will only recognise patterns and maybe struggle with working out how to say that word. The final method ‘Read and Spell’ list is, 'The Language Experience Method'. This method uses words that a child is familiar with to create a story and the children can draw pictures to go along with the story to create a book. Therefore, the child can read their own created book and continue to learn their words. The main problem with this is that it says, “The idea is that learning words that the child is already familiar with will be easier.” Therefore, this means they will still need to know and learn how to say the words, before making the book. As a result of these methods I think that the most effective one to teach is by teaching phonics first so that the children grasp their individual sounds before learning how to say words.

During my observation week, prior to starting teaching on my PTE, I was mainly observing my mentor’s ability to control the children and also how she managed to teach them certain things. The main thing I learnt from my mentor was that the children enjoy to be challenged, this was important for her to know and have prior knowledge on. I also watched closely how she helped the children understand the phonics they were learning by presenting different objects to them and asking them what they were and then asking them to finding a certain letter in that word, e.g. when we were doing the letter ‘e’, she would pull out an egg from her basket and ask a child, ‘sitting successfully’ what the object is and where the ‘e’ sound was. It was important to highlight that they had to be sitting successfully because this helped keep the children on task and listening. This links to Skinner’s learning theory of learning where he says that, “repetition of such patterns enables child to learn what behaviour is desirable and undesirable.” This was emphasised throughout my lessons when I came to teaching by praising children for sitting successfully and asking them to answer questions I would ask or do a task I am setting, in order for children who aren’t sitting successfully to copy and use children who are sitting successfully as model students. I also learned from my mentor to keep the lessons fun and entertaining for the children so it became more like a game for them and they would almost forget they were learning. I therefore approached my lessons with an attitude of wanting the children to learn as much as possible, but also to have fun during the lessons. My class mentor’s knowledge of the group’s ability, as well as what they needed to learn was vital. She helped me understand the range of abilities in the group and also where my knowledge of the subject needed to be in order to teach.

When it came to teaching on my PTE, I once again realised how important prior knowledge on the subject was because children can ask anything at any time. During my PTE I taught three reading lessons and three phonics lessons, all with their own twist. From my gained knowledge from the observation week, I knew I needed to keep the lessons as entertaining as possible, so I invented new games within the class that the children loved and this kept them concentrated and made them forget they were learning. The main ways I kept the childrens’ enjoyment levels up were by playing a searching game around the classroom, playing phonics hopscotch and also making a dance and a song from a book that we read as a class. The main approach I took to teaching phonics was through behaviourist teaching approaches and specifically using things like repetition of desired responses e.g. using flash cards of phonics with simple consonant, vowel, consonant (CVC) words that the children could sound out with the picture of what it was above it. I also used CVC words because it is outlined as something the children should learn in Reception in the Literacy and Numeracy Framework (Literacy and Numeracy Framework, 2014) where it says, “read simple words such as consonant-vowel-consonant words.” I also adopted the school’s way of teaching phonics through the jolly phonics actions and this was a form of repetition the children knew from constant practice. Therefore, I had to learn the jolly phonics actions for the children who struggled with the letters when they see them on the flashcards, to prompt them. I also praised good behaviour at random points during the lesson, if another child’s behaviour has dropped, so they can use the behaved child as a model. (Skills You Need, 2014) My teaching also links to Piaget’s, ‘assimilation’, in which he mentions new experience are taken in and added to an increasing store of memory and understanding. This is the main area of Piaget’s theory I covered as the children have already learned their phonics and I was creating a new experience to develop their knowledge and understanding. I think this is important because from Piaget’s theory, children learn more when they experience something new.

For teaching Maths, I will be focusing on the teaching of money and how a teachers’ prior knowledge money helps to get the children to understand more. In Haylock and Cockburn’s, ‘Understanding Mathematics for Young Children’ they say that, “teachers must themselves understand clearly the mathematical concepts, principles and processes they are teaching.” (Haylock and Cockburn) 
This suggests that it is vital that teachers fully understand what they are teaching in order for the children to grasp the concepts and principles they are learning. There are many different methods, ‘Teach’ outline four different ways in which you can teach. The first two evolve around teacher-centred lessons and the other two are around student-centred lessons and both have, ‘high-tech’ and ‘low-tech’ titles. The main way in which I think children develop in today’s society is by having a high-tech student-centred lesson, where the children are doing game-based, inquiry-based or personalised learning. This is because I think that students develop a huge amount from learning off each other and also solving different problems by themselves. I also think that a high-tech lesson is important because children are brought up around technology and that is what they are used to and therefore this familiar environment will enable children to be most focused and maximise their learning. I used a lot of technology during my teaching because it helped the lessons run smoothly and I was able to allow children to discuss answers with each other and then change answers if they thought they were wrong.  This helped not only develop their mathematical skills, but also develop their communication skills. 

During my PTE, my main priority was to provide work that was not too easy for the children of higher ability and was not too hard for children of lower ability, this is by using the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) and this also meant providing work that allowed children to work towards the next step. The ZPD looks at the level of potential development, which looks at what the children will be aiming to achieve in the future. Then the ZPD looks at the Zone of Proximal Development, which is what a, “child may grasp with the help of a more competent peer or adult.” Then the ZPD looks at the level of actual development, which is what a child can do independently. (Dr. J Waters, p.20) 

Following my period of teaching the reception class and before I started teaching an older group, I had a few days to observe my class mentor. I specifically wanted to observe how she taught the children in Year 3 because this was my first teaching experience in Key Stage 2 (KS2).  I was used to controlling the children in Reception and knowing how to teach them and was keen to note and then practice the different ways in managing this older group of children. The main way in which my teacher controlled the children in Year 3 was by putting up the work they will be doing throughout the lesson on the board and doing the first few questions with them and understanding that they knew how to do it and then sending them off to do the rest of the worksheets. I learned that when it came to my teaching I would adapt the lessons. My class mentor felt that by doing the worksheets with the children it would help them because she is going through the methods on how to work certain things out first and then they can use that method, using her prior knowledge to develop their knowledge and understanding. The main Maths lessons I observed were teaching adding money and teaching how to tell the time. Specifically, in telling the time my class mentor would test the childrens’ knowledge by putting the clock at a certain time and asking the children what it was and the specific part of her teaching I took into my teaching was that when she asked a question to the class, she would wait for every hand to go up, in order for every child to have a chance to work it out. I knew this was something I could take into my teaching because I knew that this was a behavioural strategy was a tactic used in the class I was in and therefore the prior knowledge of how they could best be controlled and how to get the best out of the class I was teaching was important for me to pick out early.

When it came to teaching Mathematics in Key Stage 2 quickly learned that prior knowledge on the progress the children are making was absolutely vital. My class mentor asked me to plan and teach a lesson around finding change, using worksheets that he school provided, however during the lesson, it came evident that the worksheet was too hard and I adapted the lesson to making change from £2. I changed to £2 because prior to the lesson I checked the LNF and it said, 

“use different combinations of money to pay for items up to £2 and calculate the change.”
National Literacy and Numeracy Framework, 2014

After reflecting on how the lesson went and observing the childrens’ overall ability, I asked the teacher if I could continue to teach finding change from £2, whether it was to the whole class, or taking small groups out and doing a small focus activity. This allowed me to develop the lesson plan and I did two more adapted lessons and in the end the children learned how to find change from £2, however it meant I had to revert to the basics and starting by finding change from 10p and working up through 20p, 50p and £1 and making new worksheets so that the children understood how to do it (See Appendix 1). As I said before, I mainly prioritised using Vygotsky’s ZPD in order to help the children I was teaching develop and therefore I had to adapt and change my lessons in order for the children to learn and grow in their knowledge. In my case, I had to adapt my lessons in order for the children to learn how to calculate change and this proved a lot more difficult than I was expecting. This was made easier by my class mentor having prior knowledge on abilities in the class, which therefore helped me understand the different ranges of work I would have to provide. 

Having subject knowledge for teaching is key to being a successful teacher because you need to be able to adapt lessons in the middle of teaching, if the children can’t grasp the original concept that is being taught. Derek Haylock says, 

“a child may recognise that this requires the subtraction ‘167-159’, but then do the actual calculation by interpreting it as ‘what must be added to 159 to get 167?’”
Haylock, D.H. Mathematics Explained for Primary Teachers, p.87, 2010

What is quoted is inverse addition, this is the main prior knowledge I took into teaching finding change because the children really struggled to just do subtractions. Therefore, I adapted lessons to teaching the children the process and method of working out subtraction for money. This shows that prior subject knowledge is very important because I started teaching the lesson expecting that the children would be able to do simple subtractions, but they struggled with including the pound sign and that confused them, so my prior knowledge of including inverse addition helped and the children were then able to do subtractions via this adapted method. They found that simpler to do and therefore they developed their mathematics knowledge because I was able to convert straight to addition. Donaldson says that, “that subject knowledge has stood the test of time and remains the best path to a sound and relevant education.” (Successful Futures, p.7, 2015) This gives the impression that subject knowledge has always been vital in teaching and will always be vital, specifically how he describes it as, ‘survived’ implying that it was expected for subject knowledge to be overthrown by the gradual climb in mainly technology, however subject knowledge not only survived, but remains the, ‘best path’ for education.

Overall, I think that having prior knowledge of a subject when teaching is absolutely vital. There are many times when teaching where you need to have subject knowledge in order for children to develop fully. The National College for Teaching & Leadership says, 

“Subject knowledge has a very important role to play because high-quality teaching rests on teachers understanding the subjects they are teaching, knowing the structure and sequencing concepts.”
National College for Teaching & Leadership, 2014

This furthers the point that having subject knowledge allows teachers to be of the highest quality. However, it is possible to have brilliant subject knowledge, but hardly any teaching skills, therefore they need to go hand in hand, having only good subject knowledge does not make you a good teacher. Adam Riches claims, 

“Because these teachers aren’t able to encode their knowledge in a way that makes it easy for students to access.”
TES, 2018

[bookmark: _gjdgxs]Which provides further evidence that as a teacher, you need to know how to teach and feed information to learners and not just have very good subject knowledge. To conclude, providing that a teacher has focused on being a good teacher, then having good subject knowledge will be an additional tool to improve the skill of the teacher and ensure the teacher is fulfilling their potential. However, if a teacher is trying to teach solely on having good subject knowledge, the teacher is won’t be able to teach to a high standard, despite knowing everything, the learners may easily get bored when being taught by that teacher, or get distracted because the teacher might not have the skills a teacher that has limited subject knowledge, but good teaching experience might have.
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