A critical evaluation and learning steps focusing on a case study of an individual learner or a group of learners, based on an observed critical incident.


Introduction

‘The vast majority of critical incidents’, argues David Tripp, ‘are not at all dramatic or obvious: they are mostly straightforward accounts of very commonplace events that occur in routine professional practice’ (Tripp, 2012, p.24). Nonetheless, he argues that they ‘are critical in the rather different sense that they are indicative of underlying trends, motives and structures’ (Tripp, 2012, p.25). It is this sense of the word that concerns the reflective practitioner, who, through analysis, seeks to unmask the everyday as the vitally important.

This essay will attempt to illustrate this process through the discussion of the most relevant case study from a sample of critical incidents observed within a placement school (see appendices). This discussion will be supported by a review of pertinent literature, with the aim of generating both robust critical evaluation and potential next steps for the described learners.

In regards to the practicalities, and the success criteria, of doing so, Zwozdiak-Myers offers a useful definition: ‘At the heart of reflecting on teaching and of research into teaching is a concern to ensure that all pupils learn as a result of your teaching’ (Zwozdiak-Myers, 2012, p.8). Reflection can be experienced as a very personal process, and having a clearly defined central concern can arguably mitigate some of the biases that may be inherent in it. This is something which has been borne in mind throughout the aforementioned observation of critical incidents, and that will inform the following discussion as a locus.

The Role of Critical Reflection

Reflection in the context of teaching is, for all its potential for emotional trappings, an evidence-based process. It exists from the individual level, where teachers use a variety of frameworks to reflect on their own practice for the purposes of continuing professional development, to the much wider scale in which organisations such as the Welsh Government commission sweeping reviews of topics as wide as entire curriculums. The scalability of critical reflection is arguably its most holistic asset, promoting synergy between the daily activity of teachers and the larger outcomes desired, in the case of this discussion, by the Welsh government.

As he stated in Successful Futures, the exact kind of sweeping review in question, Donaldson found that, for many teachers and schools the key task had become ‘to implement the prescribed external expectations for the curriculum and accountability faithfully, with a consequent diminution of both local creativity and responsiveness to the individual needs of children and young people’ (Donaldson, 2015, p.15). This was found to be at odds with the ‘real desire among the profession for schools and teachers to have more (but not complete) autonomy to make their own decisions within a national curriculum framework’.

The identification of this discord between the top and bottom of the profession, and the resulting changes brought about largely in light of Successful Futures, amply demonstrate the principles of critical reflection at both their most holistic and empirical. However, for many teachers on the ground in Wales, they also necessitate, in many respects, a new approach to the profession.

For freshly autonomous teachers, reflecting critically on their practice is likely to be a daunting task. However, there are specific aspects of teaching which consistently lend themselves well to the undertaking. Zwozdiak-Myers suggests that teachers ‘reflect on the intended learning outcomes, consider the content and pedagogical approaches you used, how individuals and groups of pupils were engaged during the lesson and importantly, what your pupils have learned’ (Zwozdiak-Myers, 2012, p.33).

In the deconstruction of any lesson, the implications of one or more these elements are almost certain to be found as the constituting factors of any given critical incident. Therefore, especially for teachers inexperienced in critical reflection, they make for a good starting point to focus on. In particular, the Curriculum for Wales has set out twelve pedagogical principles upon which it expects teachers to base their approach. First amongst these is that good learning and teaching ‘maintains a consistent focus on the overall purposes of the curriculum’ (Welsh Government, 2022).

A key assumption of critical reflection is that it is purposeful, in a direct and targeted way. Teachers should use critical reflection to consolidate successes and identify improvements, with reference to the evidence-based, research-informed context of the wider profession, as well as to their own experiences and those of their immediate peers and mentors. This allows them to situate themselves within this context, aligning their own practice with the success criteria of the curriculum and other relevant literature.

School and Class Context

For ethical purposes, this essay section will be strictly anonymised based on the BERA definition of: ‘to disguise or remove the identity of participants so that others outside the research setting do not know who they are’ (Farrimond, 2017, p.82). This extends to ancillary identifying information, such as the name of the school and other very specific data.

The school concerned is located in an area of a city that has a diverse population. A notable number of students are recent immigrants, with additional learning needs in regards to their English skills. The school has a high number of pupils overall, and utilises several provisions to ensure that learning there is inclusive of a wide variety of learning needs. The school is a comprehensive school with an attached sixth form, and thus primarily caters to pupils aged between eleven and eighteen.

All discussion of critical incidents will be based on observation of a specific year seven class throughout one of their timetabled days. The class consisted of approximately twenty-five students in mixed-ability, mainstream lessons. The distribution of male and female students was roughly equal, and none of the students had any additional learning needs (This was confirmed at the beginning of the day by their form teacher).

Reflecting the diversity of the school as a whole, the students in the class had a variety of cultural backgrounds. They appeared engaged with their learning, although a minority were minimally disruptive towards the end of the day. However, behavioural issues were easily managed by all of their teachers, who the pupils seemed to respond well to.

Critical Incident Linked to the Four Purposes

A particularly striking incident, which I felt illustrated both the culture of the observed school and its obvious efforts in facilitating learners becoming ‘healthy, confident individuals who are ready to lead fulfilling lives as valued members of society’ (Welsh Government, 2022), was observed right at the beginning of the day in a pastoral lesson.

As they took the register, the form teacher asked each student in turn to share something about their weekend. The students appeared prepared for this activity (The form teacher later confirmed that it is a staple part of their pastoral lessons), and were largely excited to answer follow-up questions and receive praise.

It was immediately apparent that the form teacher and students had developed ‘positive relationships based upon trust and mutual respect’, and that the teacher was able to guide even short conversations towards ‘building their mental and emotional well-being by developing confidence, resilience and empathy’ and their use of ‘skills and knowledge to manage everyday life as independently as they can’ (Welsh Government, 2022).

Furthermore, many of the students chose to share sporting events they had taken part in, allowing the form teacher to reinforce engagement with even more aspects of this particular purpose. Building on just one simple activity, they were able to:

1) Create a space for the students to ‘apply knowledge about the impact of diet and exercise on physical and mental health in their daily lives’, which was expanded upon in an improvised group discussion.

2) Foster ‘the confidence to participate in performance’, by encouraging pupils to speak in a low-risk group environment.

3) Reward those pupils who took part in physical activity, and faced and overcame the challenges of doing so, with an opportunity to be praised in front of their peers.

I found it particularly impressive that the form teacher was able to stretch such a simple activity into a rich and meaningful introduction to the lesson, one which set a positive and compassionate tone that was wholly appropriate for a pastoral class. To me, this spoke to a joined-up, ongoing culture of health and confidence, rather than a succession of isolated incidents attempting to ‘tick the box’ of adhering to the Four Purposes.

In my opinion, this is a key success criterion for the Curriculum for Wales. The implementation of a whole new curriculum of this nature is fundamentally also the implementation of a whole new culture of learning. Fortunately, in just one pastoral lesson, I was able to witness an exemplary example of what this culture can look like.

A key factor in creating such a culture, the rewards of which I believe I was able to observe, is a consistency in the setting of expectations. The success of the critical incident I have outlined hinged on pupils understanding the nature of the activity, and feeling comfortable with it as a pastoral exercise grounded in an authentic concern for their well-being. These outcomes had been accomplished, and likely could only have been accomplished, by repetition of the activity in the safe, kind, and nurturing environment it was itself contributing to creating.

Literature Review

The Welsh Government argues that, in order to ‘include all learners, regardless of their age, background, needs or ability, practitioners should consider progress from a holistic viewpoint by applying the principles of child development when they plan, design and implement a curriculum’ (Welsh Government, 2022). However, the field of child development is broad, and so it is useful to first narrow this scope somewhat.

Again, in the words of Zwozdiak-Myers: ‘At the heart of reflecting on teaching and of research into teaching is a concern to ensure that all pupils learn as a result of your teaching’ (Zwozdiak-Myers, 2012, p.8). With this concern in mind, it becomes possible to begin to consider the kind of environment that may prove most conducive to ensuring that all pupils do, in fact, learn as a result of the teacher’s efforts.

The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child affords children the ‘right to survive and thrive, to learn and grow, to have their voices heard, and to reach their full potential’ (Rose, Gilbert and Richards, 2016, p.1). This further specifies some of the desirable qualities of the ideal classroom, many of which are echoed throughout the Curriculum for Wales.

For example, the curriculum hopes to see young people thrive as they ‘set themselves high standards and seek and enjoy challenge’, learn and grow as they build ‘up a body of knowledge and have the skills to connect and apply that knowledge in different contexts’, and use their voice as they ‘understand and exercise their human and democratic responsibilities and rights’ (Welsh Government, 2022).

In culmination, it offers an incredible variety of learner-led and personalised pathways that, arguably, will allow many students to not only reach but actually decide what full potential means to them. Affording this autonomy to learners is key to the principle of active learning, which emphasises ‘the need to empower children so that they can take an “active” role in their own learning and understand that they can make changes to their lives’ (Rose, Gilbert and Richards, 2016, p.84).

The concept of empowering children by connecting their own actions to their place in the world is one which is resonant throughout the Curriculum for Wales. The theme of belonging is very prevalent, with the curriculum seeing teachers as enabling adults who ‘help make strong connections between the learner’s home and wider community, strengthening the learner’s sense of belonging through embracing past and present experiences’ (Welsh Government, 2022).

In doing so, the curriculum provides students with a more equal, and thus ultimately fairer, access to the same store of cultural capital, which Smidt loosely defines as ‘what people know’ in the broadest possible sense (Smidt, 2013, p.91). Smidt argues that ‘certain groups of children may struggle at school because of the effects of poverty or the impact of prejudice, not because of lack of ability’ (Smidt, 2013, p.92). The Curriculum for Wales not only appears to support this stance, but also to aim for the overall mitigation of these negative factors.

‘Aspects of the notion of cultural capital have been criticised as offering a rather passive view of the child’ (Smidt, 2013, p.92), but, Smidt argues, they should instead be taken as being active agents in the process of acquiring, appropriating, and transforming culture. This increases both the scope and the value of the theory in the context of the school environment. 

Smidt states that children ‘inhabit complex cultural worlds and to each new field or context they bring a store of cultural capital’ (Smidt, 2013, p.92). From this perspective, students arrive in school not as empty vessels, but as fully-realised individuals with unique knowledge and capabilities. It is when ‘the cultural capital they bring is close to that valued and held by an institution (for example the classroom), they are likely to be advantaged’, and vice versa.

It appears difficult, and almost certainly undesirable, to separate learning from culture. The language, signs, and symbols through which we mediate learning and other mental processes, argue Vygotsky’s school of theorists, are ‘invented by human society, and they are acquired by children in the course of interpersonal communication with adults or more experienced peers’ (Karpov, 2003, p.139).

The development of mental processes in children is itself a mediated process, argues Karpov, one ‘determined by mediation in the context of the specific to the given period relationships between children and their social environment’ (Karpov, 2003, p.139). Vygotsky termed this the social situation of development, and it is vital in understanding the role of the teacher within the very specific social environments that are the school and the classroom.

Returning to the concept of teachers as enabling adults, who are concerned fundamentally with ensuring that all pupils learn, the sheer underlying complexity of the learning environment becomes apparent. However, the Curriculum for Wales states that good learning and teaching ‘creates authentic contexts for learning’, as part of a learning environment which ‘includes all pupils’ (Welsh Government, 2022).

In tandem, these success criteria surely make a strong case for the benefits of recognising, and even creating lessons based around, the unique cultural capital of every student. This feels particularly relevant as schools make significant efforts to celebrate diversity, and as many schools explicitly acknowledge the multi-cultural communities in which they are situated.

With individuality and autonomy appearing as key themes in the literature, it is worth noting Tripp’s remarks on the assumption that ‘Individual people are seen to be in a contradictory position in which they are often both autonomous actors and unwilling or unwitting “agents” of ideas inscribed in practices’ (Tripp, 2012, p.122). If we take this view, we must accept that teachers and students alike exercise their autonomy only within the constructed boundaries of the school system. This necessarily means that:

‘Socially critical analysis operates at and between both the particularities of this particular teacher’s particular observations of the particular activity in this particular classroom with these particular children on this particular day, and the broadly social and political questions of how schools operate and why’ (Tripp, 2012, p.122).

Teachers, then, should not neglect the over-arching contextual questions when they reflect critically on their own teaching. Tripp also states that ‘many of the ideas according to which we think and act have been instilled into us without our active participation or learning, and often without our even realising that we have accepted them’ (Tripp, 2012, p.56). As a result, it does not appear that critical reflection can be approached wholly without bias. In light of this, ‘all we can do is to choose what ideologies we wish to adopt’ (Tripp, 2012, p.55).

The Curriculum for Wales presents teachers with just one such ideology. However, it is one that hopes to develop itself collaboratively, rather than unconsciously, towards a shared understanding. This is something which ‘should be developed through both professional learning and as an ongoing process both within and across schools, of which professional dialogue is a fundamental aspect’ (Welsh Government, 2022).

This kind of ideology analysis is important because, as Tripp argues, ‘it makes us more (but never wholly) aware of what we do and why, and thus enables us to choose, control and modify the ideas that we wish to live by’ (Tripp, 2012, p.57). The Curriculum for Wales purports to give teachers increased autonomy, but it is their own responsibility to engage with it as an ideology and thus gain access to this autonomy in their teaching.

Reflection and Next Steps

The critical incident which I observed has provided ample material for me to reflect on. In particular, however, I was especially interested in the evidence of a deliberately crafted culture within the classroom. I believe that the learning which takes place in an authentic context of compassion, nurture, and kindness can only be richer, more equitable, and holistically superior to its counterpart that lacks this context.

In terms of Kolb’s learning cycle, after experiencing this kind of classroom culture and reflecting on it, I feel that I have learned several things which I can see the value of incorporating into my own teaching career. 

Firstly, I noticed that the positive classroom culture contributed massively to student engagement. Almost all of the students actively wished to take part in the aforementioned register activity, and, interestingly, this level of engagement was maintained throughout the rest of the pastoral lesson. Here, I can see the value of relating appropriate activities to the personal lives of students in regards to positive impacts on lesson progression and classroom management.

I also felt as though the positive impacts which I was able to witness continued throughout the day, particularly as the pastoral lesson was the first one timetabled. In my opinion, it is important to consider the wider school environment, especially in the long-term. Creating positive experiences for pupils helps to improve their perception of this environment, contributing to a virtuous cycle of better engagement with school as a whole.

From a holistic perspective, this cycle would ideally connect pupil choice to positive outcomes across the entirety of their school experience. I understand that this would likely necessitate a consistency of approach from multiple teachers, but do also believe that adoption of the Curriculum for Wales accounts for this somewhat. I also feel that I was able to witness this level of consistency during my observations, and that the effects of this I am personally aspiring to facilitate will become more apparent as the curriculum itself matures.

My own next steps will be to identify aspects of a similar culture on placement, and seek ways to situate myself in a position to contribute to them. I will also attempt to utilise activities which involve pupils more personally in lessons, where this is appropriate, and to strive for the creation of an authentic culture where they are comfortable with these activities.

Finally, I will continue to identify critical incidents as they arise during my own teaching. This will enable me to reflect on my own progress towards these goals, and to identify new goals as well. My primary aim will always be to make sure that I am most concerned with ensuring that my pupils learn as a result of my own teaching, which I also hope will provide a robust focal point to guide future reflections to their most useful conclusions.

Conclusion

Critical incidents are critical because they are ‘indicative of underlying trends, motives and structures’ (Tripp, 2012, p.25). What makes reflection in teaching so challenging, and thus keen critical reflection so necessary, is the complexity of those underlying factors which permeate the profession. It could be easy, and without much reflection likely, to get lost in the seemingly endless overlapping contexts of the school environment.

However, there are central concerns in teaching, to which all of these contexts are contributing, enriching, and illuminating. For example, the desire to ensure that all pupils learn as a result of your teaching, around which this essay has largely been organised, is as simple as it is effective. Finding these clear focal points, around which everything else can be arranged, is in itself an act of critical reflection, and a beneficial undertaking for the teacher engaging with their own teaching.

However, there is certainly no reason to shy away from those complex contexts that underpin the teaching profession. Understanding concepts such as cultural capital enables you to better understand your own pupils, and enlivens the teaching experience with all the diverse richness inherent in the busy environments of the school system. Whilst there is a daunting amount of literature in the field of education, much of it is dynamic and exciting, and has the potential to impart the same qualities to the lessons of the teacher who is willing to navigate it.

It is also important to note that teaching is in many ways a collaborative effort, especially in the context of the Curriculum for Wales. Teachers can only benefit from reflecting together, and this stance is enshrined in the curriculum itself. As Tripp states, only by engaging with our ideologies can we ‘choose, control and modify the ideas that we wish to live by’ (Tripp, 2012, p.57). Critical reflection is the tool by which we are able to accomplish this, and good learning and teaching is the result of sincerely embracing the process.
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