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‘A critical analysis of the relationship between teacher subject knowledge and 

effective learning and teaching in the primary school.’ 

Introduction 
 

             In this assignment we will be looking at what subject knowledge is, and the 

effect teacher’s subject knowledge has on students learning. This will be shown 

through examining different types of research and looking at researcher’s 

perspectives of subject knowledge. Through looking at the research we will be able 

to see implications and assets to subject knowledge and the effect it has on teachers 

and learners. We will also be looking at the new curriculum in Wales and what effect 

it may place on teacher’s subject knowledge. I will also reflect, analyse and evaluate 

my own personal experience and relationship with subject knowledge whilst I was on 

placement. My placement school is in the heart of Swansea’s city centre. The school 

is in a low deprivation area, where around 38% of the children are eligible for free 

school meals, just under half of the children speak English as an additional language 

(Estyn, 2014). Estyn (2014) states that the school has 242 pupils on roll, of these 

30% of the pupils have additional learning needs and six of the children are 

statemented. I was placed in a year two class which had 29 pupils. The children 

were aged six and seven. In my class I had children with both additional learning 

needs and English as a second language. One of the children in my class had a 

statement. To apply to BERA (2018) guidelines the name of the school, children and 

class will be kept private in order to keep anonymity. 

Literature Review 
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          Donaldson’s Curriculum plays an important part into the future of teacher 

education and teacher’s subject and pedagogical knowledge. The curriculum wants 

to provide an opportunity to give learners a wide range of skills such as critical 

thinking, creativity, problem solving skills and deeper knowledge of literacy and 

numeracy (Donaldson, 2015). 

According to Goodson et al (1998) knowledge is seen as a developing activity 

of subject groups who defend and develop their interests.  However, Shulman (1986) 

suggests that content knowledge represents the understanding of teacher subject 

knowledge, and that teachers must also further their understanding to why 

something is that way (Kirkman, et al., 2013).  Shulman (1986) also suggests that 

within knowledge is Pedagogical content knowledge, this knowledge is vital for 

students to develop subject knowledge.  Shulman (1987) supported this further as he 

states pedagogical knowledge is at utter importance as it blends subject content and 

pedagogy, allowing students to have a more effective learning experience. 

Donaldson (2015) has incorporated blending approaches into the new curriculum as 

he agrees with Shulman (1987) that it improves skills such as problem solving, 

creative and critical thinking. Studies in Shulman (1987) show that attention to 

classroom management and classroom ideas play a part in an effective learning 

environment. Nancy an English teacher used discussion and questioning to get 

students to think critically, they were able to analyse literature and break it down 

using four levels; translation, conative meaning, interpretation and lastly, application 

and evaluation (Shulman, 1987). The new curriculum is shifting away from a subject-

based curriculum and is focusing on organising learning through skills (Donaldson, 

2015). Shulman (1987) supports this as he showed this similar technique allowed the 

children to enhance their critical thinking skills to deepen their understanding of a 
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subject, as this technique allowed the students to monitor their own thinking and 

apply it to real life. Through scaffolding Nancy was able to reinforce this technique 

over a period allowing her students to gain confidence using this technique. Another 

strength was that it allowed her to strengthen her teaching strategies, questioning 

skills, classroom management such as resources (Shulman, 1987). One asset of the 

literature is that it shows numerous case studies on how much subject matter 

combined with pedagogy has an effective impact on student’s learning showing that 

the literature is reliable and has validity. Similarly, Butt (2003) agrees as he suggests 

that experienced teachers know their students well and have a good understanding 

on how their children learn, along with an understanding of subject knowledge and 

resources in their subject department can deliver a successful lesson without any 

planning. Shulman (1987) agrees as teachers using teaching styles such as 

flexibility; allows the teacher to adapt the subject to their learners needs as they 

know how their learners learn best. However, Donaldson (2015) states the new 

curriculum is becoming cross-curricular, will this be a problem for future teachers as 

they will have to have of a general subject knowledge, rather than a subject area? 

Hattie (2012) disagrees with Shulman (1987) suggesting that it is not about 

pedagogical content knowledge or subject knowledge, its deeper than that, it’s about 

understanding the subject’s teachers teach. As Hattie (2012) continues, he starts to 

agree with the process Nancy used in Shulman’s (1987) study, as he suggests it is 

about introducing a subject to children and getting them to think through questioning, 

allowing them to explore their understanding and own personal knowledge. 

However, Butt (2003) argues against this stating that some teachers who are not 

confident about their own subject knowledge attach crib notes to their lesson plans, 

which can give them the temptation to read from a sheet. This shows their students 
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that they are not very confident and an implication of this is that it can affect 

student’s learning as they see that their teacher is not confident with a subject so 

start to lack confidence in themselves learning the subject themselves. Tamir (1991) 

supports Shulman’s theory as he states that it is vital for students to master subject 

knowledge, this is through the integration of personal, professional and general 

knowledge (Ben-Peretz, 2011). Similarly, this can also be seen in Connelly et al 

(1997), as Connelly et al  suggests that subject knowledge is not applied by 

teachers, and instead they create their own personal knowledge (pedagogy) through 

their experience of teaching students (Ben-Peretz, 2011). 

Rowland et al (2003) suggests that it is a combination of subject knowledge 

and pedagogical content knowledge which provides effective learning. The 

Knowledge Quartet focuses on subject knowledge and pedagogical knowledge of 

teachers in training and has found four dimensions; foundation, transformation, 

connection and contingency (Rowland, Huckstep, & Thwaites, 2003). Foundation is 

where the teachers in training develop their knowledge, understanding and beliefs of 

pedagogy ready for their role in the classroom (Rowland, Huckstep, & Thwaites, 

2003). Transformation is where the teachers in training transfer what they know 

about teaching strategies and subject knowledge into their planning, this means they 

the teachers have to think about engaging ways to keep their learners interested and 

motivated (Rowland, Huckstep, & Thwaites, 2003). Connection involves choices and 

decisions; why a trainee has chosen to do certain exercises in an order, how the 

students will learn from the subject knowledge and pedagogy (Rowland, Huckstep, & 

Thwaites, 2003). Contingency is “the ability to think on one’s feet” this can be seen 

when responding to children’s ideas and questions (Rowland, Huckstep, & Thwaites, 

2003, p. 98). Pupil involvement is important as it shows encouraging reflection from 
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pupils, it allows teachers to see what style of learning and opportunities the children 

want to experience in their learning (National Education Union, 2013).  

Modiba (2011) suggests that subject knowledge does matter as during a 

study in Africa they found one teacher used pedagogical ideas within her classroom 

and this did have a positive effect on learners. Modiba (2011) states that the teacher 

used pedagogical ideas such as learning styles, flexibility and making sure that heir 

learners were motivated and engaged. However, when one student came across a 

different way to figure out the answers to the nine times table, the teacher dismissed 

it as the teacher did not have enough subject knowledge to explain to the other 

children on how they could use the other method to find the correct answer (Modiba, 

2011). The teacher was also more interested in finding the correct answer, rather 

than the process behind the answer (Modiba, 2011). This is an implication as the 

teacher did not have enough subject knowledge to bridge to gap between conceptual 

thinking and into thinking knowledge (Modiba, 2011). This goes against what 

Shulman (1987) found as the children were not allowed to experience the stages of 

interpretation, evaluation and analysis, they were not given the opportunity to. This 

concept also undermines the National Education Union (2013) as children have a 

right to pupil voice, and pupil involvement an also help other children to learn with 

their understanding. Saif et al (2017) also suggests that for effective teaching to 

occur both teachers and student teachers need to be willing to continuously improve 

their subject knowledge. Shulman (1987) supports this as a study found that one 

teacher who used different teaching strategies could not provide an effective learning 

experience as they did not have enough subject knowledge and because of this it 

caused the teacher to lack confidence. Butt (2003) supports this as he states 

“Teachers should have secure subject knowledge when planning for a lesson”, this 
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includes knowledge on a particular subject and links to the scheme of work (Butt, 

2003, p. 50). However, Coe et al (2014) suggests that Shulman (1987) does not 

consider: 

 “how we might assess the teacher’s role in selecting and orchestrating these 

‘effective’ approaches, nor does it address the practical difficulties of turning an array 

of insufficient indicators into a meaningful whole” (Coe, Aloisi, Higgins, & Major, 

2014, p. 10). 

Nevertheless, Butt (2003) contradicts himself as he suggests that teachers need to 

reflect on their previously planned lessons in order to have successful lesson 

planning to ensure effective teaching. Tamir (1991) suggests for teachers to develop 

pedagogical knowledge they need to be provided concrete experiences during their 

training to ensure they understand useful teaching strategies such as modelling 

(Ben-Peretz, 2011).  Coe et al (2014) supports this as they found that there is strong 

evidence of pedagogical content knowledge had an effective impact on student 

outcomes. The studies show that effective teachers have deep subject knowledge 

and understand how their students think, evaluate their students learning in order to 

help them progress (Coe, Aloisi, Higgins, & Major, 2014). This literature is both 

reliable and has an increasing amount of validity due to the amount of case studies 

which they have reviewed.  

Teacher training is vital as Saif et al (2017) states “pupils suffer immensely if 

the teacher is untrained and has inadequate knowledge”, as it’s the teaching 

institutions responsibility to make sure teachers have the correct knowledge and 

understandings to become a part of the teaching profession (Saif, Reba, & Din, 

2017, p. 281). Hattie (2012) suggests that within teacher training there is no 
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emphasis on how much personal effect teachers have on their students. As teachers 

need to be able “to react to the situation, the particular students, and the moment” as 

that is what truly matters (Hattie, 2012, p. 36). Ben-Perez (2011) supports this view 

as he suggests when looking at studies that teacher education needs to stop being 

limited to teachers’ competencies in subject matter. Teachers need to have more 

knowledge on global, controversial issues which surround them and which they will 

meet in the school environment (Ben-Peretz, 2011). Modiba (2011) shows a perfect 

example of this as the teacher in the study considered her pupils socio-economic 

background factors, by using resources which she knew they would have access to 

at home other than just in school. This gave children more of a real-life learning 

experience which the teacher knew the children would benefit from more. This is 

what the Donaldson Curriculum wants to incorporate: an inclusive, empowering and 

responsive curriculum to suit the needs of learners of today (Donaldson, 2015). This 

gives all children an equal opportunity in learning. Ben-Perez (2011) states that 

teacher knowledge is not only formed of subject matter knowledge and pedagogical 

content knowledge but also includes “themes of global issues and multiculturalism” 

(Ben-Peretz, 2011, p. 8). 

Analysis and Evaluation  
 

In this section I will be looking at my own personal subject knowledge whilst 

on my personal teaching experience. I will be doing this through using an analytical 

framework of the Knowledge Quartet by Rowland et al (2003).  

Foundation 

As I was in a Foundation Phase placement I went in with a child-initiated 

approach. For every lesson I taught I planned two different focus tasks; one for 
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myself and one for the teaching assistant and a variety of enhanced provisions which 

the children could choose from. The topic the children were learning about was 

Ancient Egypt. As I had never learned anything prior to this topic I had to go home 

and research thoroughly, learning as much as I could. When I first found out the 

topic, I felt anxious as I did not know anything about Ancient Egypt. Rowland et al 

(2003) supports this as he found research which suggests trainees who do not have 

enough subject knowledge can cause them to have anxiety about teaching the 

subject. Nevertheless, as I researched, and the topic progressed my subject 

knowledge grew, and I felt confident to teach the children about Ancient Egypt.  

An asset of my teaching was the different strategies I implemented, I used 

questioning within my introduction, this allowed me to see what subject knowledge 

the children previously had. I also used questioning as a plenary on some of my 

lessons to see if their learning had been moved forward or could be moved forward 

during questioning. Whilst asking the children questions, I gave them opportunities to 

talk with their partners to discuss and gave them time for them to think. This allows 

the children to reflect and think about the question. This is also seen as an active 

style of learning, getting the pupils engaged and thinking for themselves. NSEAD 

(n.d.) states that there are lot of strengths of using different strategies during 

questioning in critical thinking, some include; giving them a chance to think 

reflectively; builds their confidence as they get to have an answer when talking to 

others; analyse information; pupils sort through reasons and this allows them to 

recognise different answers.  An implication of critical thinking questions according to 

Nappi (2017) is that the questions need to be planned. As I was organised, I was 

able to plan questions further ahead which allowed me to purposefully think about 

what I wanted the children to learn and what I wanted them to think about. For 
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example, during a Personal Social and Emotional Development lesson on bullying I 

used questions such as what makes a good friend? Why may someone feel sad if 

they’re being bullied?  

Transformation 

                 This lesson relates to the transformation stage, as I made sure I planned 

for this lesson using the correct documents for the children’s age. I used the 

Foundation Phase Curriculum Documents to make sure I was planning for the 

different types of skills and range which the children could develop. Butt (2003) 

states that when teachers plan lessons, they should refer to the scheme of work and 

national curriculum documents, as they allow teachers to know exactly what skills 

and areas to focus on when helping children develop certain skills.  

                 One aspect of teaching which went well was creating engaging hooks. I 

wanted the children to be engaged from the very beginning and the topic of bullying 

was quite a sensitive subject for their age. To get the children hooked I used an 

appropriate aged story see Appendix 1. Thomas and Brunsting (2010) suggests that 

advantages of using a hook are that it gets children engaged, it allows them to reflect 

on the topic, generates curiosity and changes their direction of thinking. The children 

were also becoming open to sharing their own experiences of feeling left out and 

their opinions on bullying. This supports the Successful Futures Review, as the 

curriculum wants children to be able to think critically, generate ideas, share their 

views, express opinions and experiences (Donaldson, 2015). Another hook which I 

used was having an object in a box. This was another example of my teaching which 

went well as I got the children to think critically. The children were only allowed to 
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ask me Yes or No questions, this got the children to think critically, listen to their 

peers, reflect on what their peers had said and think of a question.   

                Another way I got the children motivated and engaged in learning was 

asking them what they wanted to learn about, providing them with pupil voice. The 

children told me that for Christmas they would like to learn to make different items 

such as rice snowmen, Christmas cards, maths Christmas colouring and lots more. I 

took on board what the children had said and incorporated this into the next lesson. 

They were so excited and really loved making the snowmen. I also found when the 

children were motivated and engaged in a task the amount of negative behaviour 

reduced. Negative behaviour being shouting out, messing around, boredom. Moylett 

(2014) supports this as she suggests that children learn best when they are 

motivated, engaged and are thinking critically. Moylett (2014) also states 

“practitioners who can provide tasks that are intrinsically motivating, with just the 

right balance of success and challenge, avoid having to resort to one of the many 

reward systems which operates in our schools” (Moylett, 2014, p. 131). An asset of 

my teaching which made sure to keep my introductions to lessons to the point, brief 

and answered any questions children had. By doing this it allowed children to get 

straight on with learning, as my instructions were clear, and they understood what 

they were doing. 

Connection 

              As choice is a big part of Foundation Phase, the children were able to 

choose what they wanted to learn during can’t stop learning. However, within the 

classroom there were regular rotations. When it came to maths and literacy the lower 

ability groups would have a focus task first. This was to guarantee to get the best 

work out of them as I found their attention span decreased quicker compare to the 
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other ability groups. Whilst, doing focus tasks with the lower ability group I would 

continue to have to try and reign them back into the learning. During a maths lesson 

on time, I got the lower ability children to draw a clock on a whiteboard showing 

where each of the numbers go on the clock’s face. As all the children were able to do 

this task it gave them a sense of confidence and were engaged. As the lesson 

proceeded the children started to lose interest because they were waiting for the 

other children to draw the time on the clock face. So, I changed the lesson as I could 

see they were starting to get disengaged. I got the children to come up and put the 

clock arms on a big clock I had drawn on the board. I used questions such as “who 

can show me where the big hand goes on 2 o’clock?” etc. This motivated the 

children to come up and draw on the board, we would then discuss if it was the 

correct answer or not and why. As the children had put in quality work for fifteen 

minutes, I allowed them to play some maths games on the table tops. This was to 

reward their behaviour but also because I did not want the good work that they had 

previously accomplished to be undone. Rovengo and Bandhauer (2013) support this 

as they state children need time to rest when activities are dynamic in order to be 

able to process new information. The lower ability children would have Can’t Stop 

Learning (Free Play) in the middle of the focus tasks, this gave them an opportunity 

to rest before they are ready to process new information. Throughout the lesson I 

was assessing the children, I was using my own initiative to keep the children 

engaged. 

                 Within this lesson, Can’t Stop Learning had continuous and enhanced 

provisions laid out ready for them, giving the children choice on what they would like 

to learn. On the carpet area there were maths games related to the time, such as 

clock bingo, daily routine, clock matching games. Children could play clock games 
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on the computer and iPads and in the role play area children could play shop but had 

to close and reopen the shop at different times throughout the day. Children were 

also allowed to play with the playdough which was enhanced by having times 

already laid out which the children had to make on the clock face. These different 

activities represent the four purposes in Donaldson’s curriculum as they develop 

skills such as problem solving, apply knowledge in different contexts, identify and 

grasp opportunities, have the skills and knowledge to independently manage life 

everyday (Donaldson, 2015). By giving children choice you are enabling and 

encouraging them to articulate their own ideas and views (Kearns, 2010). 

 

Contingency 

               Whilst doing a group focused task see Appendix 2, one child was using a 

fact book to find out information on Ancient Egypt. The child wanted to find out more 

information on an obelisk, which is a stone pillar, Egyptians used to tell the time. The 

child asked me how tall an obelisk was. The child had used language from subject 

knowledge learnt from a previous lesson to ask me what he wanted to find out. As I 

didn’t know I asked the child if he would like to find out. This was an asset in my 

teaching as I went with child-initiated learning. I asked the child how tall he thought 

an obelisk was, the child guessed the height of the school building. Using our 

resources around us the child went on an iPad and searched for the height of the 

obelisk. There he found out how tall an obelisk was. I explained that it was as tall as 

3 of the school buildings on top of each other. This was off task, but the pupil was 

engaged, motivated to learn and was thinking and reflecting on the knowledge he 

had previously learnt. Through digital competency the child could “explore 
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information and develop skills such as transferability, understanding and deeper skill 

development” (Donaldson, 2015, p. 41).  

                However, whilst on my placement I came across some difficulties such as 

getting to know my leaners needs. This was soon resolved after the first week in my 

teaching as I got to know the children, finding out which children had difficulty with 

reading, spelling and needed one to one help. This was shown in one of my first 

lessons where I misjudged the reading ability within the class. As the focus task was 

going on, I could see that it was not working so I self-evaluated the lesson and 

changed it to suit the learners needs. Instead of the children to think of their own 

sentence, I got the children to make a sentence out of words that they could see. 

This encouraged word play and it helped them with their own subject knowledge, as 

it was words which they were familiar with and had previously learnt in the first 

activity. Through self-evaluating the lesson as I was going on, I could see clearly 

what was working and what was not working. This allowed me to correct and 

improve the children’s learning experience. See Appendix 3 for the first lesson and 

Appendix 4 for the ARC. After altering the one change it made such a difference to 

the learner. They were able to work together and communicate to come up with a 

variety of sentences about the types of jobs Ancient Egyptians did.  

               Another difficulty which I faced whilst on placement was dealing with a 

situation which arose whilst I was teaching. However, I took initiative to sort the 

situation out. This supports Hattie (2012) as he suggested that teaching education 

does not prepare student teachers for real life situations which arise which they have 

to deal with. For the Arc example see Appendix 5. With the new curriculum being 

cross- curricular I thought my lack of subject knowledge in certain areas would 

influence my teaching. However, this was not the case as it was very easy to 
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incorporate other aspects of the curriculum into my lessons. This included Welsh, 

Digital Competency, Thinking and ESDGC through creative experiences I created. 

As Donaldson (2015) states the new curriculum will give teachers the opportunity to 

have more creative ideas on how they approach the cross-curriculum. I believe this 

will be an asset in primary teaching as it gives teachers a chance to provide children 

with enriching experiences which will make children engaged, motivated and excited 

to learn. Overall, on my teaching experience my subject knowledge was good and 

when I did not know something, I asked my mentor or researched. I believe 

pedagogical content knowledge, how to solve everyday issues from prior experience 

working with children and initiative played a major role in my teaching whilst on 

placement.  

Conclusion 

              To conclude subject knowledge does plays a role in effective teaching and 

learning in primary school. However, I do not believe that it has the most effect on 

the effectiveness on children’s learning. From looking at literature and personal 

experience, pedagogical content knowledge, knowledge on global and controversial 

issues has more of a positive effect on children’s learning. Without pedagogical 

content knowledge children would not be engaged, motivated or learn the skills 

which they need to possess for future learning. This is where the new curriculum will 

play a major role to help give children the skills today which employers are looking 

for. With the new curriculum recognising these contributing factors children will have 

the opportunity to excel in learning. Also, through progression steps it will take the 

pressure off children so, they can focus on developing vital skills. To continue to 

improve the quality of my teaching I will self-evaluate as the lesson goes on, reflect 

on subject knowledge which I am not certain about to prepare me for future teaching, 
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to familiarise myself with curriculum documents for Key Stage 2. I will also continue 

to keep asking the pupils what they would like to learn, or do as I feel this keeps their 

engagement levels high and allows me to see what they are interested in, so I can 

incorporate it into my future teaching. 
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