“Critically reflect on two key issues in contemporary Secondary education, drawing on placement experience and recent relevant literature”.

For my coursework, I have chosen health and well-being and Curriculum within schools as my choice of topic which I have investigated when on placement for 60 hours within a local school in Lampeter called “Lampeter Comprehensive School Bro Pedr”. Bro Pedr is a secondary and a primary school but during my time there I asked if I could do secondary education. The school was really eye-opening and there was a mixed reaction on the topic of curriculum with plenty of relevant placement experience to draw on. On the topic of health and well-being there was plenty of information that could be gathered that was relevant to this reflective journal, so much so that on both topics there is enough to write something a small novel on the topic of secondary school education during my time there. But my main focus will be on the desired topics of health and well-being which includes material on health and safety for example, and curriculum which focusses on material which is relevant today.

I was in two English classes primarily and I could see the differences in terms of teaching one was a set five class and one was a set one class. Both classes were expected to know the story of Macbeth but one class more so than the other because one class was bordering between two key stages with secondary school education for English. While the other was expected to know everything there was about the story of Macbeth. The set one class read through the whole book on Macbeth and were expected to know it for their work because they were at a certain level that the set five class could not possibly manage so what they did instead was know the outline story of Macbeth and this included other work that they were expected to know but not as in depth as say the set one class for year 8. Because set five do not want to be excluded from the work that other classes were doing so that students do not feel left out what happens is both classes do the same work except at different levels of difficulty so that each class is equally challenged on their expectations of the work but also accounting for varying ability. For the set five class they were asked to make posters for Macbeth so that they have shown they have fully understood the story of Macbeth and the degree of difficulty of the exercises in comparison to set one. The work level for set five that they were on, was very similar to that of the year below them which was year seven; so that was primarily the work level that they were on was less difficult in that respect. One student within the class was at level five while all the others were at level four at key stage three while the set one class were bordering between level five and six at key stage three which meets the guidelines of what schools in Wales anticipate of students according to the Welsh Government
. Current research on mixed ability classes suggests the possibility that students with less ability in a core subject could greatly benefit from having peers with a higher ability in the subject that's being taught
. But there was no evidence of that within the classroom with only one student being at level five. Another argument is that teaching classes with mixed ability is that teachers end up only teaching the 'middle' of the class which can be problematic but this does not seem to be a case with a study by GION
. According to the Guardian newspaper Research by University of London found that because teaching mixed ability classes was so uncommon they were not able to carry out any further studies because schools consider them too high risk which I personally believe as well
. Another research body called CILT said that teachers lacked the personal training to address a mixed ability class
. According to W. Kenneth Richmond that it could take considerable amounts of time for a teacher to learn the key skills to teach a class which would be primarily mixed-ability
.

An example of a classroom with 'good' disciplinary action was the complete opposite to what was observed on the final day at Bro Pedr and within two periods of one hour slots of religious studies one could observe the key differences between two different classes with varying ability. One class was a set one class and one class was a class with a less degree of ability in religious studies and was a set two class. Despite having varying ability and different teachers both classes were extremely well behaved and motivated to learn but one more so than the other. The set one class were well organized and knew what they had to do when they first entered the classroom: they were quiet, more well-spoken, had a seating arrangement and stood behind the desks until they were asked as a class to sit down, In the set two class they were more flamboyant and were less willing to do as the teacher said and were much less organised as a class, to do what they needed to do for a fully effective learning environment with students speaking out of turn without raising their hands and so on and so fourth. I talked to the teacher in the set one class she said to me that I would notice the difference between the two classes. For educationalist theorists this would be no surprise because there can be a number of reasons for mixed behaviour in a class-room environment which is of relevance to the topic of health and well-being as I will elaborate. Considering that they had just come back from lunch what they had for lunch can effect alertness and behavioural issues that surrounds a classroom can transcend not just the classroom but also the home environment. Which was some of the key observations of the two classes. Recent research on such topics include work by Eoin Murphy who works for the northern Irish assembly where research was carried out on the nutritional output of school meals on cognitive thinking within the classroom environment and and the research carried out seemed to suggest that “Children with nutritional deficiencies are susceptible to moment to moment metabolic changes that impact upon cognitive ability and performance of the brain”
. Though there was no way of telling what was on offer in terms of food that day, for the topic of health and well-being especially when children were just coming back from lunch time into the classroom setting it would 'appear' that the nutritional value of the food students were eating could have had an impact on the behavioural issues for set two that was within that classroom more so than set one due to lack of healthy eating. On one occasion there were burgers on offer within the cafeteria and such things are high in protein and fat which are not considered 'good' food when it comes to maintaining positive out-look and concentration within the classroom setting. Also research by mentalhealth.org would seem to suggest that two thirds of people that eat their fruit and vegetables do not show any symptoms of mental health problems compared to half of people that do not eat their fruit and vegetables everyday, nearly half report symptoms of mental health problems
. Which is all relevant research There is not a strong argument for the counter-argument with overwhelming evidence in support that food does indeed have an impact on overall health and this could in turn affect the overall behaviour of a classroom environment.

Another idea with the idea of healthy eating is within the school staff room there was a notice board on the side of the staff room that did have information on what certain students could and could not eat such as foods which students were allergic to or could not eat for whatever reason that they could not eat it for example they may have had a synthetic stomach (or for reasons unknown). Which I believe was a positive outlook on what students could have to eat while in the cafeteria where certain ingredients could be left out for students so that a allergic reaction and/or something else could be averted and It was helpful to know that students were being catered to what their needs were with all staff being given notice as to what they were allergic to. There also was an Estyn report which I also found useful to know that staff were being made aware of the code of conduct for teachers to apply within the classroom and that it was readily available by simply walking into the staffroom and being able to just read it. The Estyn report including what the school could do to improve the overall schooling system within Bro Pedr which was also useful to know that staff could ascertain this information for future improvement of the school
.
On the topic of health and well-being. When I spoke to the headmaster on my first day he said to me that there would not be a school bell in the beginning and the end of the day because it might upset school children that have autism. Because research shows that people with autism do not adhere well to change and to loud noises, so by having an autistic friendly bell, children with autism would not be alarmed by the presence of such school bell ringing. Though from his tone it did not sound like the bell was made especially for people with autism. I don't believe that was the case.  It was the frequency of the sounding of the bell which up-setted some children with autism hence why they probably don't sound it as often as possible for children with autism or perhaps even staff with autism
. Also from research; that children with autism like repetitive routines though I cannot speak on behalf of all people with autism current research seems to suggest the repetitive routine of people with autism seems to help them with coping with the outside world hence why by not having a bell to signal the end of the day is crucial
.

My choice for methodology has both proven to be useful as well as having it's draw backs for example. Sitting at the back of the class, one would be able to observe more than by being at the front of the class which allows for quite a bit of information to be gathered and because of the students were only partially aware I was there, they would always act in a way like I was not there which enabled me to gather even further information and was conducive in me being able to gather the necessary requirements for my coursework. However, because I was only at the back of the class and was rarely ever involved with the class because I felt I would be impeding on some of the lessons if I had been more drasticly involved with the teaching segment of the lesson, though admittedly I was involved enough in some classes with more or less the teachers instead of the students that it allowed me to gather information on what the teachers were saying for example I was able to have a look through some set five books for English and gather notes accordingly because the teacher who I was interacting with allowed me to, but the interaction with students was negligible and I did not want them to know why I was there because that would ruin the whole point of me being there. But because I did not have much interaction with students in regards to the subject matter of what they thought on topics such as bullying I was not able to ascertain enough information on that topic though while I was there I would have said that bullying was minimal or not apparent at all though if I had student interaction. I would have been able to say for certain but because of the lack of interaction thereof. I was not able to gather enough information to make a decisive comment on the topic of bullying for discipline for the topic of health and well-being within the classroom. So believe that my choice of not letting the students know what I was there for was a dependent variable while interaction with the teachers was an independent variable which did not offset the desired results of me being there, while student interaction with me would have.

So I conclude that on the subject of curriculum that there is clear differences between classes of mixed ability which can affect what quantity of work the classes are doing and the degree of difficulty of the work and how the work is approached is relative to the level of difficulty of the work. While still trying to be inclusive and not exclude students from relevant work on subject matter. Also, that there is relevant information from scholarship, assembly governments and from observation that what students have been eating at lunch time can have a drastic effect on the mentality of students with a classroom situation. Which effects students ability to manage themselves in thoughtful way, discipline within the classroom and concentration which I have been lead to believe is all impacted by the food served during lunchtime. There was evidence of a system with the school bell which seemed to help students with autism which according to websites dedicated to autism there is overwhelming evidence that such as system in place would make a drastic change in students with autism during the start and end of the day which the headmaster said was greatly beneficial. There was also relevant literature on the walls of the staffroom which I believe was crucial in finding accordance with students at what they could eat at lunchtime and what staff could do to improve the overall situation within the school. And finally my choice of methodology was crucial in finding a viable way of finding relevant information for this coursework.
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