Explain why teacher subject knowledge is important in relation to teaching Language and Mathematics in primary schools in Wales.
In this essay I will be discussing the skills I observed and taught and the importance of subject knowledge relating to these skills. Subject knowledge is an essential aspect to the development of a child as they must have the correct skills and information to build upon to become capable, ambitious learners as Graham Donaldson (2015) is aiming for with the introduction of the new Curriculum. The new Curriculum has four purposes which will enable children to gain life-long skills to become informed citizens.
 Firstly, I will discuss the language skills and then I will move on to discuss the mathematical skills. The language skills that I will be discussing are reading and oracy. These skills will have been developed using a story and small group work. The mathematical skills that will be discussed are mental maths, multiplication and division. Using an interactive game and also practical work. 
Teacher subject knowledge relates to the content and the understanding of the subject that the practitioner will teach. It is essential for the teaching practitioner to have knowledge of the National Curriculum as they will need to be aware of the steps that need to be taken for the children to build on prior knowledge and develop their skills. Glickman, Gordon & Ross-Gordon, (2013) believe that the teachers’ understanding of the curriculum is paramount as their feedback and collaboration with other professionals will allow newer, more refined curriculums (Files.eric.ed.gov, 2016). Without this knowledge of their subject matter, a practitioner maybe unable to deliver this feedback and identify problem areas within the curriculum (Handler, 2010). Another reason as to why subject knowledge is important as it will help build a rapport between the children and the practitioner. They will be able to trust the practitioner and gain an interest in the skills being developed. Shulman (1987) believed that teacher subject knowledge is a fundamental aspect for the learning and development of pupils (Knowledge and Learning). He proposed that there are seven key categories of knowledge, these are; content knowledge, general pedagogical knowledge, curriculum knowledge, pedagogical content knowledge, knowledge of learners, knowledge of educational contexts and knowledge of educational ends. 
However, Lilian Katz disagrees that subject knowledge is the key element for children’s development. Katz (1985), developed the theory that children develop and learn best based on their own curiosity and their own natural instincts (Loane, 2019). The focus of Katz theory was learning dispositions, each disposition in each child will be unique to them. Dispositions in learning can include; being curious, resourceful, being courageous and being communicative (The Compass School, 2016). All these aspects will affect how a child learns and develops throughout education. According to Katz (1995), pupils should have the opportunity to explore and discover things for themselves. The children show their interests, motivations and persistence by their engagement in activities. She believes that given the opportunity, children will thrive within a child-centred curriculum, this would involve letting pupils become independent and use their own habits of mind and their nurture to help them develop. 
Within Key Stage 2, the children in the Year Five class that I was placed in were aged 9 and 10. Having worked heavily on their multiplication tables they were using this prior knowledge to move on to division. Developing division links to the National Curriculum (Government, 2015)  on the strand, using number skills. The elements that are being developed in this area are using number facts and relationships (Learning.gov.wales, 2016). I delivered a mathematics session relating to division. The focus of the session was ensuring the children understood the direct link between multiplication. The session was introduced with an interactive game called, ‘Where’s Mully?’ this game allowed the children to recall their times tables in a fast-paced way. This also allowed me to identify which children understood and those that need guidance. Following this, I modelled a calculation on the flipchart using the ‘bus stop’ method. I also had prepared a demonstration for the class using Diene cubes. I chose a small group of pupils to physically divide the Diene cubes equally to several groups. This activity relates to Bruner’s (1976) theory of scaffolding. Bruner (1976) was influenced by Vygotsky’s work in relation to the zone of proximal development, this theory links in with the beliefs of social constructivists. The theory of scaffolding assists children with their learning and enables them to develop new skills. By using the scaffolding method, the practitioner eliminates choices for the pupil’s, and this helps them to focus solely on the skill that they are developing at that moment (Early Years Educator, 2017). The children that have benefited from scaffolding will then be able to move forward and help their peers and then they become the more knowledgeable other.
Modelling, specifically in mathematics is an important approach to enable the children to learn as they can visualise how they can solve the problem.  As a practitioner I would display the desired behaviour I wish to see from the students, in this case utilising their maths skills. One stage that Bandura (1963) coined was vicarious reinforcement which is where a behaviour once learned will become more of an automatic response. By helping the children to understand the skills required to perform the various mathematical tasks as described in Piaget’s (1936) theory of concrete development. Through the continued practice of the tasks the students are, overtime, more adept at performing the task itself. It is important to bear in mind that Bandura (1963) stated that this was a gradual change and therefore as teachers we must remember that grasping this new behaviour and new skill may take time. Understandably, this requires an in-depth understanding of the subject matter, else the students will be unable to build their new skill from the ground up. 
The start of the session was used as guidance to ensure I was aware of each pupils’ understanding of multiplication and to also identify what level of difficulty their calculations had to be. The children developed their mental mathematics skills in the game ‘Where’s Mully?’ they were able to have time to work out their calculation and they eventually required less time to work it out as the game went on. It was also important that I was fully equipped with knowledge of division and the steps required to reach the solution. This is important because if I do not understand the topic that I am teaching then it is likely that I will pass on incorrect information. The resources I used during this lesson helped the children to understand the concept of division as they could visualise the physical sharing of the cubes equally. Children all learn in different ways, Piaget (1936) developed his theory of intellectual or cognitive development which in the case of this class relies upon his theory of the concrete operational stage of development (Verywell Mind, 2019). As stated by Piaget, children are able to think logically about concrete events and as they learn, they are able to use a process called inductive reasoning whereby they can use specific information to form a general principle (Healthline, 2018). In relation to mathematics, this allows children to understand the process of division by repeatedly playing the aforementioned game, ‘Where’s Mully?’. 
The children responded really well to these tasks as they got to get involved with the resources and be more ‘hands on’ than just sitting and listening to me talk at them. The children were able to visualise the process in division and understand that the number had to be broken down into smaller units in order for the number should be shared equally. 
In the Foundation Phase, the children in the Year One class were 5 and 6 years old. The skill that was focused on heavily was the development of reading. In relation to the Foundation Phase Framework (Gov.wales, 2015) the skill being developed is from the reading strand. The element of the skill is locating, selecting and using information, the aspect being developed is reading strategies. Teaching practitioners all had a group of pupils based on ability and they focused on developing initial sounds, recognising pairs of letters to make sounds and eventually working towards reading words, sentences and then small paragraphs. The children also focused on developing their formation of letters to eventually write words and sentences. This was done through a programme called Read, Write Inc. The teaching practitioner I observed was developing the initial sounds, these were the lowest ability children. The session involved the teaching practitioner reading the sounds and then the children read the sound cards back repeatedly. The sound that they would currently be working on, the children had to point and shout that sound when they saw it in the pack. This relates to the behaviourist approach. Skinner (1948), introduced a theory called operant conditioning, this is where an action is repeated to create a response. This involved the use of repetitive behaviour linked with positive and negative reinforcement (Mcleod, 2018). Throughout the session, the pupils were verbally rewarded when they got the answer correct and if they continued to answer correctly and behave in an appropriate manner then they were rewarded with dojo points. Dojo points in the class did not work for everyone, as some children did not care about the rewards, so they didn’t try hard. Pupils are rewarded with praise when developing their reading skills in many ways. The main reward the children were given for their development was dojo points.
Teacher subject knowledge is important especially in this context as the children rely heavily on the practitioner for guidance and scaffolding throughout the Foundation Phase. The practitioners’ subject knowledge will affect the delivery of the session and how the children learn. Use of effective resources is also an essential part of subject knowledge as the work that the children will be completing must link with the subject and skills that they have developed. Subject knowledge isn’t always about the knowledge the practitioner has, it is also how they use resources and the opportunities that the children must learn. By having the knowledge behind the skills, the practitioner can adapt their knowledge in such a way that the children can understand and demonstrate the skills that they have learned. In terms of developing reading within the Foundation Phase, the session I observed was effective for the children as they were able to learn from the practitioner that was delivering the session. In the case where some pupils may not have understood the task or did not retain what they have been learning. The practitioner was then able to adapt how they delivered the information to those children. The pupils were able to use a more knowledgeable other which was the practitioner, this follows Lev Vygotsky’s (1978) concept of the zone of proximal development (ZPD). 
The zone of proximal development describes the gap in the pupil’s knowledge between what they already know and what they do not know. Vygotsky (1978) suggests that in order to develop knowledge and progress, assistance from a more knowledgeable other is essential (Mcleod, 2019). In a lot of cases, the more knowledgeable other is not the teaching practitioner, it can be other pupils from the classroom sharing what they know with their peers. There is a three-step process which aids learning when children are in the zone of proximal development, these are as follows; the presence of a more knowledgeable other, social interaction with the other individual and then scaffolding. Scaffolding is the assistance that the pupil receives whilst being led through the zone of proximal development. 
Another skill that was developed within the Foundation Phase is based on oracy. In relation to the national curriculum, the strand being developed in this activity is Oracy, the elements of this skill are developing and presenting information and ideas which are involved in the listening, speaking and collaboration and discussion aspect of the curriculum (Gov.wales, 2015). These skills were developed by through the use of a story called ‘Zog’. The children were advised before I started the story to listen out for words that describe each character in the story as this would help them with their later discussion. I read the story to the entire class, the children were interested in this story as it involved dragons and the pictures in book were bright and colourful. Another aspect of the story that was appropriate was the language used, the words had a rhyming pattern and several sentences were repeated which the children enjoyed joining in with. After listening to the story, the children discussed the main character of the story in small groups on the carpet. They had to generate a description of this character to feedback to the rest of the class. This set the pupils’ up for their individual descriptions of a character of their choice. Through the different speaking and listening tasks the pupils are encompassing all different areas of oracy. It was important for me to have read this book beforehand as I was aware of the characters themselves so if the children were to ask questions, I would be able to answer them correctly therefore strengthening the rapport I have with them. Not only this but when the children created their opinions on the character as well as being able to hear their discussions, I was able to engage in the discussion with the children. The children engaged in discussion and produced appropriate descriptions of the characters, apart from a small selection of pupils that were unsure of the task. This was due to learning disabilities, for this group of children I ensured that they were supported on a 1-1 basis and they weren’t expected to include as much detail as the currently higher attaining children. Along with descriptions, the children produced visual depictions of the character. This did not have to strictly match the pictures from the story exactly, the children were given free reign to interpret the character.
On reflection, the children were engaged in this activity, due to the level of subject knowledge I had regarding this story, the work produced by the children was of an exceptional standard. The children engaged in discussion with me about describing words and they were also able to ask me questions and use me as their more knowledgeable other to scaffold their learning and guide them down an alternative pathway for their ideas.
Piaget (1926) developed his schema theory which is the way people think about certain subjects (schema of thought). The children developed schemas surrounding the characters of the story and this would have formed their opinions and beliefs that relate to their final collaborative work as previously mentioned. It is imperative as a teacher that I understood the topic itself as this would make a collaborative discussion easier because of the higher level of rapport and trust from the students as they are confident that I understand the topic which will make them more confident in learning the topic. This will also increase the level of engagement from the children as they feel that they can ask me any questions relating to the topic and I can give them correct answers to assist them with their learning (Parker Psychology Review, 2015).
	To conclude, I believe that a practitioner must have a lot of subject knowledge when teaching children and assisting their development. Without this knowledge the practitioner is unable to adapt the resources or the lesson for those children that may not understand first time. I agree with Glickman, Gordon & Ross-Gordon with their beliefs that practitioners must have an in-depth knowledge of the National Curriculum. This ensures that the children are receiving correct knowledge and are able to build on their current skills in order to progress through education. It is also important that practitioners are equipped with the knowledge and understanding of the subject as the children build-up a relationship with them which enables the children to become confident and trust the practitioner. Also, if the practitioner is equipped with the subject knowledge, they are likely to become enthusiastic about the subject matter which will engage the children in the learning experience. On the other hand, I agree with Katz (1995) as it is essential for children to have the opportunity to explore their environments and gain independence for their learning. The children will engage better in their school experience if they are given the freedom to lead their own development. 
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