Element 4: Critical Reflective Evaluation

The purpose of this essay is to provide a critically reflective evaluation of the professional teaching experience undertaken during the academic year 2017/2018. The essay will focus on six core themes and discuss examples of how the themes have been met or not as the case may be and provide academic evidence as to the efficacy of some of the strategies utilised in the professional teaching experience. The six key themes this essay will consider are; Subject knowledge, Planning and preparation, Teaching, Classroom management and control, Monitoring and assessing learners' progress and the overall effectiveness of the teaching undertaken. 
Having completed the Education Studies undergraduate degree the previous academic year I felt that I had a reasonable subject knowledge base to begin teaching from, this was also confirmed by my mentor in our first formal mentor meeting, who stated that I had a good subject knowledge, but, would need to ensure that I updated this knowledge with new research and legislation as required. As discussed by Even (1990) it is the teachers role to support the students in achieving a deep understanding of the subject matter however in order to do this the teacher must have significant knowledge of the subject themselves. This significant subject knowledge will naturally ensure that student attainment improves. This view is supported by Iserbyt, et al. (2016) who suggest that more effective teachers have significantly higher subject knowledge and are therefore better able to engage their students. However, Herold & Waring (2017) suggest this is a somewhat simplistic view and as will be discussed later in this essay extensive subject knowledge is no guarantee that every learning experience will be effective in developing the students’ knowledge and understanding. As can be expected in any subject, throughout the course of this placement I have developed a deeper understanding or appreciation for some of the subjects being discussed. In particular I have developed my knowledge base for the level five module Researching and working in educational contexts, through being responsible for developing the content of the module based on the module outline. Within the process of developing the module contents I was responsible for ensuring that not only was the outlined content covered but that the content was up to date in terms of both the university policy, ethical guidelines and current and future legislation. Specifically this involved me researching the European general data protection regulations to ensure the students were not only aware of the regulations but could apply them where necessary in their own research at level six. As noted by Chassang (2017) this legislation is both complex and has significant far reaching implications for researchers in any field and at any level, therefore ensuring that my own personal subject knowledge was accurate guaranteed I could provide the students with correct answers should any questions arise. Throughout this placement I have also endeavoured to challenge my own understanding of a variety of subjects allowing me to provide greater insights to my students. For example I have used and written extensively on the benefits of actively utilising general learning styles, and in particular Honey and Mumford’s theories, to support students learning, however, through writing a lesson for the level four module twenty-first century learning I discovered that actively building in theorist, reflector, pragmatist and activist elements into a lesson was not only unnecessary but potentially unhelpful to the students (Marshik, 2015). I then utilised this new knowledge to alter the direction I had planned to take the lesson and provide more interest to the students.
Having been teaching soft skills and software within industry for almost fifteen years I had a reasonable understanding of informally planning lessons. This had usually involved taking the standard program of instruction and modifying it slightly to meet the clients’ perceived needs. Often in this process there was little discussion with the client regarding the planned lesson and any lesson objectives were often not explicitly set out in a measurable way at the beginning of a session. As noted above I had also actively planned activities or provided resources designed to meet the student’s preferred learning styles. As stated by Knowles (1990) a critical aspect of planning teaching sessions for adult learners to ensure an andragogical approach is to involve the learner in the planning of the lesson, whilst this is not always realistic in the settings wider parameters, due to the content that is needed to be covered it is possible within individual sessions where I have utilised discussions, with various levels of effectiveness that will be discussed in depth later, to give the students a degree of control over the direction of the lesson. As discussed by Minton (2005) when planning teaching sessions for adult learners it is important to ask six types of questions; Who, What, Why, Where, When and How, effectively answering these questions will allow the practitioner to mould the lesson to meet the learners needs. Throughout this placement I have endeavoured, where possible, to consider these questions when planning taught sessions for the students and this has influenced a number of the lessons I have taught. For example due to my previous experience I have been asked to teach a session on the effectiveness of outdoor learning, when planning this session I considered; What do the learners need to know, Why do the learners need to know this information, How will the learners best understand this information. In this case the learners needed to know how outdoor learning could support and enhance the current national curriculum and the incoming Successful Futures curriculum. Having had previous discussions with the students it was clear that many were set on traditional pedagogical practices so simply discussing the theoretical perspectives with the cohort would not have met their needs to ensure they understood the information fully. This conclusion led me to planning a practical session where the students undertook a series of exercises and then discussed the areas of the curriculum that they felt they could support. This approach not only allowed the planned session to meet the learners needs it also gave the learners control of the lesson through the discussion and their learning through the practical application.
As noted above I had been teaching in industry for fifteen years. Due to this long experience of teaching a wide variety of individuals all over Europe with varying degrees of competence both in ICT and English I felt that I was a confident teacher with a wide variety of teaching tools at my disposal. Nguyen, et al. (2017) suggests that confidence in teaching stems from effective preparation in the planning stages as noted above I have developed my planning skills which has enabled me to feel more confident about delivering sessions with the cohorts. Throughout the Professional Teaching Experience I have endeavoured to utilise the tools I have developed over through my experience to enhance the students learning. I have also aimed to introduce new teaching tools into my practice such as a formal debate process this had been met with mixed success within the level six cohort. As discussed by (Hillier, 2005) there are as many teaching strategies as there are learning styles however they all aim for the same outcome, to enhance the students learning. Hillier also notes that an effective strategy when engaging adult learners will take into account their own experiences and views, this is a view derived from and supported by Knowles (1990). 
On the whole I have had a largely positive reaction to my teaching style from the three cohorts, the level four group have responded the most positively to my semi-formal approach with the level six cohort being the least receptive. There has been no definitive feedback provided for this, however, there are a number of potential causes; firstly some of the level six cohort were also reading the undergraduate degree at the same level as myself and were required to resit a level within the program making the relationship slightly complex. It had also been noted by my mentor that with in the level six cohort that there were a number of strong personalities and that this had in previous years caused significant levels of friction in the group. As discussed by Minton (2005) it is vital for education practitioners to consider the validity of the teaching strategy being utilised when planning, delivering and reflecting on taught sessions. Essentially the practitioner needs to have a clear understanding of the student body to ensure the teaching meets their needs. Based on this I altered my preferred andragogical style of teaching to a more pedagogical method with this group. This achieved the same results in terms of student attainment whilst maintaining their participation levels.
Throughout this placement classroom management has been a consistent personal development point. As noted above I have favoured a semi-formal teaching style allowing students the opportunity to discuss subjects and, within reason, take those discussions in any direction they see fit. However, on occasions the students have either not engaged fully with the discussion or attempted to move the discussion in a direction that wasn’t relevant to the subject at hand. As discussed by Wallace (2011) classroom management can be defined as removing barriers to students learning, this can be items as mundane as closing blinds to reduce the glare on a screen to addressing poor behaviour by other members of the cohort. Muijis & Reynolds (2011) state that there are a number of reasons behind poor pupil behaviour but that the majority of these stem from a lack of motivation on the part of the learner. As noted above I attempted to introduce a formal debate into one of my teaching sessions, the session was three hours long spilt into two parts the first being two hours. Within the first session I introduced the level six students to the subject using a pedagogical approach to ensure they had an understanding of the topic. I then provided the students with the parameters of the debate and set them the task to research the topic with in these parameters. The debate had been planned to take place in the final hour. At the start of the third hour four students who had not been present in the initial sessions arrived and proceeded to be increasingly disruptive. I attempted to manage this by initially ignoring the disruption and encouraging the students who were attempting to engage through verbal and non-verbal nods. When this did not dissipate the disruption I specifically spoke to the students stating that if they had attended the first session they would know what the task was and asking them to be quiet, unfortunately at this point the rest of the cohort had disengaged and the debate had become worthless. As noted by Armitage, et al. (2003) within any classroom management scenario, there is a presupposition that any technique utilised will enhance the learning experience for all of the individuals with in that group, on reflection in this instance I should have simply told the students who had missed the first session to leave as this would have allowed those students who were engaged to participate effectively thus making the session beneficial for all present.   
Within the Professional Teaching Experience I have made extensive use of formative assessment to monitor the students’ understanding within the taught sessions. This assessment has largely taken the format of questioning the student cohort in general regarding the topics we had recently discussed. I also specifically built into the start of each taught session a recap of previous sessions that allowed students to clarify any information they were not clear on or to consolidate their understanding through discussion with other students. I have also provided level six students extensive formative assessment and guidance on their independent projects in a one to one setting. Bryan (2015 p40) defines formative assessment as being ‘designed to provide learners with feedback on progress and to feed forward to inform development’. In all of the formative assessment I have undertaken with the students feedback has been the key consideration, as discussed by Hillier (2005) feedback must be concise, clear and constructive. Concise so the student is able to engage with it and it does not impact on the taught session, clear so that the student can easily understand what it is they need to do to either improve or maintain their current standard, and constructive so that the student does not feel demoralised and remains willing to engage.  Armitage, et al. (2003) supports this view of assessment, also stating that a valid assessment checks that the learning objectives have been achieved by the student. In the case of the recap sessions I had built into the taught sessions the aim was to ensure the students had met the learning objectives for previous sessions and to allow them to also feedback on any areas they felt they need to recover. When carrying out the one to one sessions for the level six students my aim was to feed forward to allow them to develop their projects. I have also been involved in second marking summative assessments at the end of a taught module, in these instances the aim was to ensure that the feedback provided to the students was valid and met the criteria discussed above.
In conclusion as I had a significant amount of experience as a trainer in industry I had to make a significant effort through this Professional Teaching Experience to adapt and develop my practice in some areas this was relatively straight forward, for example my subject knowledge needed to be updated as new research and legislation was released however in terms of actual teaching style and methods this was far more difficult. From the feedback I have received from my mentor and from the students themselves has been largely positive, the content of the subjects has been of a consistently high standard and the students have for the most part responded well when I’ve utilised new or alternative teaching strategies.  I have developed in a number of ways through the Professional Teaching Experience despite being confident in teaching ICT and soft skills to a wide variety of individuals when I first started the placement I was less confident on my ability to teach in academia through the support of my mentor I am now back to the confidence level of being able to teach any subject given enough preparation time.    
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Element 5: Academic Critique

The purpose of this essay is to provide an academic critique of the use of reflective practice in teaching and learning. In order to do this the essay will consider four main questions; first, who are the main theoretical thinkers concerned with reflective practice, second, what is reflective practice, third, how has the use of reflective practice in teaching and learning developed and finally does the effective use of reflective practice benefit the teacher and learner. This essay will consider the implications of reflective practice from both the teachers and the learners point of view, however it should be noted that in this process the teacher is both the educator and the learner. 
As discussed by Hillier (2005) reflective practice is an extension of critical theory based on the Frankfurt school of philosophy. This school of thought argues that scientific principles are objective and the solution to any practical problem can be found if a reflective scientific approach can be applied to it and the issues are investigated enough. One of the main members of this school is John Dewey, as discussed by Aubrey & Riley (2016) Dewey’s writings on progressive education were revolutionary for the time as they place the learner at the heart of the educational process. Dewey argued that for effective long lasting learning to take place the learner must be at the centre of the educational process so that the individual can make independent evaluations based on their interests. Dewey furthered this notion by stating that for effective learning to take place the learner must have the opportunity to reflect on their learning in a holistic manner.  
Leading on from Dewey’s work Kolb defined education as ‘the process whereby knowledge is created through the transformation of experience’ (Kolb, 1984, p38). As discussed by Lindon & Trodd (2016) Kolb developed a four stage learning cycle that comprises of; concrete experience, this is a specific event or learning that the individual has experienced or undertaken. Reflective observation, the individual’s opportunity to consider what has occurred within the experience, abstract conceptualisation, the individual drawing conclusions and interpreting the event. Active experimentation is the individual changing their behaviour or in the case of teaching or learning their teaching style or understanding where necessary. It is important to note that within Kolb’s theory there is not a fixed start point for the learning cycle, however as discussed below when considering reflective practice it is likely that the learning will start with a concrete experience. 
The final theorist linked with reflective practice that this essay will describe is Lev Vygotsky. As discussed by Carroll (2011) Vygotsky is a social constructivist rather than a humanistic theorist like Dewey and Kolb, however, his theory of the zone of proximal development also allows the learner to develop their understanding of a subject or experience based on the guidance of a more knowledgeable other. In terms of adult learning it should be noted that Vygotsky’s theory provides for significant amounts of collaboration between the learner and tutor, with the primary on the direction of the learning remaining with the learner and the teacher acting as a guide, supporting the learner in developing their understanding and abilities through effective reflection. In terms of organisational change and continual professional development the use of Vygotsky’s zone of proximal development can allow more rapid adoption of new working practices. 
Having considered some of the main theorists linked with reflective practice this essay will now consider what reflective practice is. As discussed by Loughran (2002) reflective practice has a diverse number of meanings, and can be viewed as a spectrum from simply thinking about something to a well-defined process of consideration and action or reaction. 
Ghaye (2011) notes that reflective practice should be considered in two parts; firstly considering what has happened and what knowledge the learner has gained and secondly what the learner is planning on doing with the new knowledge. Ghaye (2011) also argues that there are four types of reflective practice; reflection in action, this can also be described as thinking on ones feet and is most likely habitual to many practitioners. It involves the practitioner making small adjustments to their teaching, instantly, based on the learner’s feedback. Often this type of reflection is unconscious. Reflection on practice, this has two facets, firstly time this type of reflection occurs after an event and involves the practitioner revisiting a lesson. Secondly it involves events of significance, essentially with in this lesson what stood out as having gone well and what could be better. When considering reflective practice this is the most common type practitioners consider. Reflection for action or anticipatory reflection, is a fundamental part of the process and involves the practitioner planning to implement some change within themselves or their practice, however, this does not necessarily mean that all of the plans can be implemented, there may be institutional constraints on improvements the practitioner can envisage that prevent them from undertaking the change. Finally, reflection with action this is the conscious act of the individual changing their process or practice in line with what they have envisaged. These four types of reflection all fulfil a specific role within an individual’s development and should be considered as a cycle. 
Having considered reflective practice from a learner’s perspective this essay will now consider teaching reflective practice. As discussed by Bleach (1999) reflective teaching is based on supporting learners to acquire competencies rather than specific knowledge that was common in traditional pedagogy. These competencies form a framework that allows learners to apply their knowledge in a diverse range of scenarios rather than being limited to a narrow range of knowledge. Lindon & Trodd (2016) suggest that for the practitioner this involves supporting learners to be able to think logically and critically in order to apply the knowledge they have to a diverse range of situations. 
In summary it is reasonable to conclude that reflective practice can be defined as a process of considering ones actions and determining if the outcomes were as expected or not, if the outcomes were not as expected, developing a method to change the outcomes to a more desirable state.  
Having described what reflective practice is this essay will now consider how the use of reflective practice has changed, for the sake of brevity this essay will primarily focus on policy in Wales post devolution when considering contemporary thinking. As discussed by Robinson (2006) and Ng & Tan (2009) reflective practice has not been the primary consideration of initial teacher training throughout the history of formalised education. Historically initial teacher training has shifted from an apprentice style observation, copy the experienced teacher, to college or university based, learn the theory and put it in to practice exactly like that, method with little to no consideration of reflection on the part of the trainee. As noted by Loughran (2002) and Kyriacou (2009) reflective practice has become the cornerstone of teacher education programs throughout much of the western world since Donald Schon’s work in the 1980s. Bleach (1999) noted that Initial Teacher Training and Newly Qualified Teachers need to be able to focus on observing and reflecting on experienced colleagues practice Myhill, et al. (2006) and Ng & Tan (2009) qualified this by stating that collaborative learning between educational practitioners is highly encouraged and that schools should be communities of practice to support individual development. Myhill, et al. (2006) also discussed the importance of community learning in improving individual practice. Furlong, et al. (2006) state that due to the information society it is not sufficient for teachers to simply be an expert in their subject they will also need to possess expertise in teaching pupils to learn. As discussed by Beuachamp, et al. (2015) Initial Teacher Training in Wales is organised into three interrelated strands; Professional Values and Practice, Knowledge and Understanding Teaching. Whilst research is not explicitly discussed in these strands there is an expectation provided through Welsh Assembly Government guidance that trainee and newly qualified teachers undertake and reflect upon both their own and other research as a way to meet these strands and improve their own practice. Whilst this section of the essay has discussed Initial teacher training in depth Kyriacou (2009) also notes that reflective practice has become a fundamental aspect of a teacher’s ability to improve and modify their practice. Where reflective practice in Initial Teacher Training is often conducted in a formal externally driven manner for experienced practitioners this is often a far more informal and intuitive cyclical process.
Having established that reflective practice has become an integral part of the modern educational practitioners daily routine this essay will now consider the benefits and drawbacks of reflective practice. McNamara (1994) suggests that the greatest benefit with reflective practice is the bridging of theory to classroom practice and allowing the educational professional to integrate and develop the theory to suit their own circumstances, however this is somewhat of a narrow view and as discussed by Ferraro (2000) it can be argued that there are a number of additional benefits to educational professionals when integrating reflective practice; these include a deeper understanding of their subject specialism, an increased awareness of their teaching style and ultimately greater effectiveness as an educator. Loughran (2002) takes a more macro view of these ideas and suggests that effective reflective practice can also inform the wider professional body about certain aspects of their practice and ultimately support the sharing of best practice through the communities of practice discussed above. In an ideal scenario this should develop into public policy and as noted by Pollard, et al. (2008) many of the general teaching councils within the UK advocate this approach with varying degrees of success. Loughran (2002) also suggests that reflective practice has significant benefits for the practitioners professional and mental health which given the heightened pace of change in British education at the moment is of significant benefit to the individual. Ng & Tan (2009) also suggest that reflective practice within learning communities are the most efficient way for individuals to both create, understand and utilise new knowledge. Ghaye (2011) expands on these statements noting that reflective practices help educational professionals understand the links between what they do and how they can improve its effectiveness and how professionals feel about their practice and the impact this has on their teaching. Pollard, et al. (2008) suggest that reflective teaching should be personally fulfilling for the teacher but also have an incremental increase in the pupil’s attainment as the practitioner improves.  It is important to note that despite reflective practice having been widely established as an effective means of improving classroom performance, as discussed by Myhill, et al. (2006) it is often not effectively carried out in institutions due to constraints of time, lack of support or structure. 
In conclusion it is clear that reflective practice has a long theoretical basis starting, at the end of the nineteenth century, with John Dewey’s seminal work that ultimately influenced a significant number of other theorists including Kolb and Schon. These writers have developed reflective practice in to the science it can be perceived as today. However it is also clear that reflective practice with in the educational setting has only recently become widely utilised despite the benefits to the practitioner’s development, classroom practice and wider policy as a whole being clearly demonstrable. 
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Element 6: Review and critically evaluate

The purpose of this essay is to critically evaluate current thinking on adult learning and then apply this to the professional teaching experience currently being undertaken. In order to do this the essay will answer three questions; first what is adult learning, second does adult learning differ to child and youth learning and finally what are the barriers to adult learning in the UK. The essay will then discuss the findings from these questions in relation to the professional teaching experience. In order to effectively discuss the concepts of adult learning it is first necessary to provide a definition of learning; Inglis & Aers (2008) define learning as the process of receiving information, this appears to be a rather passive process which as discussed below may not be appropriate for an adult learner. As an alternative it is worth considering the term adult teaching; Inglis & Aers (2008) define teaching as being the imparting of knowledge by one party to another again this is appears to be a passive process that may not satisfy an adult learner. As neither of these definitions appear to accurately describe the process of adult learning discussed below this essay will no explore the issues in more depth.
As discussed by Aubrey & Riley (2016) much of the contemporary definitions and understanding of adult learning can be credited to Malcolm Knowles’ pioneering work throughout the 1940s until his death in 1997. Knowles (1990) suggests that the adult learner had largely been ignored as an entity in the debates surrounding formal education which he argues is surprising especially as much of the worlds understanding of learning is built on the work of early educational philosophers such as Lao Tse, Aristotle and Cisero. These individuals largely dealt only with adults and saw the learning process as one of active inquiry, the learner seeking the truth, rather than the passive receipt of information. Knowles built his theoretical perspectives upon the research of Edward Thorndike and Eduard Lindeman, this demonstrated that firstly adults are capable of learning and secondly that adult learning is a process where the individual is made aware of a concept or experience and then through analysis of this, the significance is recognised. 
Knowles utilised the term Andragogy to describe the process of teaching adults in a formal setting. this process recognises adult learners need to be self-directing, utilising their own experience within their learning, recognising that they are ready to undertake new learning and able to organise learning around other commitments (Knowles, 1990). This view of the adult learner is supported by Illeris (2009) who states that learning is based on the individuals interaction with their environment, the content of the learning and the incentive the learner has. In summary adult learning can be defined as a diadactic process with a self-motivated individual who brings a significant amount of life experience and expectations to the process. 
The accepted process of adult learning and the view of the adult learner is in almost direct contrast to the traditional view of pedagogy still largely utilised in compulsory education settings. As noted by McNamara (1994) teachers are expected to inform children of the importance of the work they are undertaking and why achieving within the classroom setting is important. This places the motivation for the learning firmly outside the pupils control and prevents them from effectively seeing the value of the lesson.  McNamara also supports the the view of teaching defined by Inglis & Aers above stating that traditional pedagogical practice places the onus for the pupils learning and understanding with the teacher. As discussed by Myhill, et al. (2006) whilst dialogic pedagogy is widely utilised in compulsory education settings it is not utilised in the same way as in adult learning, as often the teacher will have an answer they are looking for and simply use the discussion format to guide students to the answer where as in adult education there is often a genuine journey of discovery within a discussion. Kyriacou (2009, p7) states ‘effective teaching can be defined as teaching that succesfully achieves the learning by pupils intended by the teacher’ this places child teaching diametrically opposed to adult learning where the learnings success is determined by the learner.  
Having defined adult learning and discussed the differences between adult and child learning this essay will now consider some of the barriers for adults accessing education. Falasca (2011) states that there are two main barriers to adult learning External and Situational.  A situational barrier discussed by Walklin (2000) and Minton (2005) is the learners previous experience of education, this could be from a poor teaching experience or past failure that was not well managed amoung other reasons. This barrier is one of the most difficult for an educator to overcome as it is often deep rooted with in the individual’s psyche and is therefore one of the most significant barriers to adults accessing any learning. Walklin (2000) also discusses language as a significant external barrier to adults accessing education where teachers and learners are unable to communicate effectively and this often links to situational barriers where learners feel they are simply not good enough to access the educational opportunity.
Having discussed definitions of adult learning, the differences between adult and child learning and the barriers to accessing education this essay will now place these in context with the professional teaching experience being undertaken. As noted in the PTE section of this portfolio the education studies degree program has significant success in recruiting students from non-standard entry streams and recognises that these individual learners bring their own experience and expectations to the program. Each member of the teaching team takes time to ensure that this is utilised to the benefit of the teaching cohort as a whole. The majority of the teaching that takes place is of a didactic nature with the lecture providing reading materials prior to the taught session and the students then providing their own interpretation of the information. Unlike in the pedagogical model discussed above there is often not a single prescribed answer that the lecturer is trying to reach. Whilst the professional teaching experience is based at a higher education institution the teaching team are mindful of the non-standard entry streams and ensure that the language they use is accessible to all, this combined with the progressive nature of assessments reduces the barriers some students may have expected and generates a welcoming and inclusive air to the program. 
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