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A Critical Evaluation and the Identification of Next Teaching and Learning Steps Focusing on a Case Study of an Individual Learner of a Group of Learners, Based on an Observed Critical Incident.

Introduction 
“Happy students will naturally develop and improve their concentration, motivation and energy levels.” (Dr Penelope Woolf and Jane Digby) This statement argues that the health and wellbeing of students should be a top priority within the classroom to aid students with their progress and success within their school career. 
Through analysing critical incidents observed through lessons, teachers are given the opportunity to reflect on their teaching methods and adapt the way they teach to benefit their students. Within his book “Critical Incidents in Teaching (Classic Edition) : Developing Professional Judgement’, David Tripp describes a critical incident as an incident that allows the observer to create a judgement and attach a significance to said incident. (Tripp, p. 8) 
The critical incident in question happened during an average school day at a Comprehensive school in South West Wales. This case study will reflect and analyse said critical incident to allow the observer to identify their next steps in teaching, be reflective in thinking, and also link findings to the new curriculum of Wales, which will appear in schools in 2022.  

The Role of Critical Reflection
Critical reflection can be beneficial towards a teacher and their students. Being able to understand and acknowledge practices, teachers are able to change their practices to make lessons more enjoyable and successful for learners.
As society changes and evolves, it can be argued that it is important for teachers and educational practitioners to adapt with the changes to ensure that their teaching is up to date and relevant to the students. In her article, Lister (2016) states “traditionally the role of the teacher was to be an expert in their field and to impart their knowledge to children”. This statement suggests that it has become the ‘norm’ for teachers to be seen as a beacon of knowledge. However, Lister suggests that at the time of this article, there was an attempt for teachers to stray away from this method and move towards teaching as facilitators. 
If teachers can act towards students as a structure to their learning and also as a caring support system, students are enabled to develop vital skills for not only their school lives but also further than that with developing social responsibility skills (Reeve, 2006). This change within teaching methods could be assumed to have been made as a result of critically reflecting current teaching practices and researching how to better this practice to aid students in achieving more whilst at school.

Observation: School & Class Context 
To adhere with the guidelines of BERA (2018), the school and students of which the critical incident occurred will remain anonymous. As mentioned above, the school is located in Southwest Wales in an English Medium 11-19 comprehensive school. Whilst this school is mainly English-speaking students, there is the option of being taught through the medium of Welsh with one form group in each year being Welsh Medium up until GCSE year.
Within this school, according to the latest Estyn report, there are 922 students enrolled. The current national average of Free School Meals (FSM) is 16.4%, the school in question is under this with just over 8% of students eligible for FSM (Estyn, 2019). This percentage of FSM at the school in question has been highlighted as it can be argued that “children who were food insecure had a higher probability of poor mental health…” (Yang, 2022)
The critical incident which was observed took place after the first break in a Year 9, mixed ability English class. The teacher had set a piece of work but found the students were working through it easily. In response to this, the teacher set an extension task of work that was a harder level. Through this differentiated task, the teacher was able to see which students found the set topic easy and needed extra work, and those who found the extended task difficult. The teacher held regular ‘check in’ moments to see how students were reacting to the extended task and reassured those that found it difficult that it was ok to feel that way as the extension task was above their current working level. Through this reassurement, the teacher showed responsibility towards their students’ well-being.

Critical Incident Linked to Donaldson’s Four Purposes
The New Curriculum for Wales brings about change for the education system. In 2014, the Welsh Government commissioned Graham Donaldson to review the Welsh Education System. (Taylor and Powel, 2020)
Within a document released by the Welsh Government in 2019, it is stated, “the duty that the curriculum for maintained schools should be broad and balanced” will remain; however, the references to promoting mental, spiritual, physical etc. development will now be known as the Four Purposes of the new Welsh Curriculum. (Welsh Government, 2019)
Following Donaldson’s report, several significant reforms were to be put in place. The curriculum content will be based around six Areas of Learning and have a specific set of aims - the Four Purposes. These purposes will allow the students of Wales to develop as:
· Ambitious, capable learners, ready to learn throughout their lives,
· Enterprising, creative contributors, ready to play a full part in life and work,
· Ethical, informed citizens of Wales and the world, and
· Healthy, confident individuals, ready to lead fulfilling lives as valued members of society. (Donaldson, 2015)
Whilst all of the above purposes can be linked to the critical incident reported by the observer, it has been decided that the first purpose; to create “ambitious, capable learners, ready to learn throughout their lives” will be focused on primarily. It could be argued that whilst all the purposes are important to a student’s development, this one has a sizeable significance as it will ensure students are equipped with the skills they need to maintain a ready to learn mentality. In addition to this, this purpose allows students to develop a knowledge of how to create ideas and solve problems to a higher standard. (Welsh Government, 2021)
These purposes serve as a set of goals for which schools must try to achieve in each lesson. The critical incident in question achieves the goal of creating ambitious learners as the teacher sets work that they thought was too highly skilled for the class. However, the majority of students were able to complete this work with little or no assistance from the classroom teacher or the teaching assistant present. In response to this, the teacher set an extension task which was differentiated at a higher level than that the students were currently working at. From this extension task, students were given a new standard to aim towards and this helped students create new ideas of how to complete the task.
Extension tasks in general are a great way to achieve the goal to create learners who are ambitious and ready to learn throughout their lives as students are able to apply past knowledge to a new scenario and then be able to solve a high standard problem. In addition to this, extension tasks which push students to recall information from prior lessons aid with the student’s ability to turn short term memory (STM) information into long term memory (LTM) information. 

Literature Review
Within the critical incident chosen by the observer, there are a number of areas that could lead to potential research; cognitive development for learners between the years of 12 - 18, the importance of differentiated tasks and also the health and well-being of students. Looking at the different opinions between education researchers and practitioners, the observer will be allowed to create an informed opinion on the potential research points and allow that opinion to reflect and alter their own teaching practice.
Looking at multiple ways the promotion of student health and mental wellbeing has been presented in schools, a whole-school approach has been “endorsed by the National Healthy Schools Programme (NHSP), Social and Emotional Aspects of Learning (SEAL) and Targeted Mental Health in Schools programme (TAMHS) initiatives” (Kidger et al, 2009). A school which adopts a whole-school approach to its students' health and mental wellbeing, is one that “involves all parts of the school working together and being committed.” (Mentally Healthy Schools) 
Palmer (2015) argues that “school systems are primarily designed to transmit a body of cultural knowledge rather than to nurture children’s overall development…” It should be noted that this book was published in 2015, before the introduction of the Areas of Learning and Experience (AoLE) with the new curriculum for Wales. Since the book’s publication, the Welsh Government has created an AoLE which focuses on the students' holistic understanding of what wellbeing is. The Health and Wellbeing AoLE within the new curriculum for Wales will help schools “to foster a whole-school approach that enables health and well-being to permeate all aspects of school life.” (Welsh Government, 2020) This suggests that teachers could be the first point of call for students who have issues they may need to discuss. However, after a research study, Symmons (2019) found that the teacher’s involved in the study “expressed concern that they would be expected to take on the role of therapists, emphasising that their priority must remain educational.” This statement could indicate that a teacher’s primary job is to educate their students. On the other hand, schools are a social setting and “emotions can facilitate or hamper their learning and their ultimate success in school.” (Joseph E. Zins, 2004) Within this statement, the word “their” relates to learners. This statement argues that a child’s happiness can alter their achievements in school.
The different theories of learning have done much to influence how teachers teach. It could be argued that the critical incident in question can fit in with the Cognitivism learning theory. Within this theory “the learner is viewed as a very active participant in the learning process”, with teachers needing to “use techniques...to help learners relate new information to prior knowledge” (Ertmer and Newby, 2013). Main (2022) argues that “Cognitive learning theories are based on the idea that knowledge acquisition occurs when learners actively engage in problem-solving activities.” It can be argued that this statement applies to the critical incident observed as students were asked to complete work of a higher level which engaged their problem-solving skills.
It can be argued that the critical incident observed by the researcher shows the importance of differentiated tasks for learners. Tomlinson (2013) highlights that differentiation is often described as a “simple instructional decision'' where teachers create various options to suit learner’s needs, interest and levels. This argument is supported by Hattie (2012), who states that differentiation is more than “merely providing different activities to different groups of students.” This literature suggests that for differentiation to work in a classroom, it should be blended in with teaching and learning, not just added on top. Having differentiation within teaching and learning can also boost morale and motivation, Subban (2006) suggests that “addressing student differences and interest appears to enhance their motivation to learn while encouraging them to remain committed and stay positive.” This point in literature suggests that by teachers not only addressing childrens’ differences, but also celebrating them, students are more likely to feel valued in the classroom, thus promoting hard work and determination.
Vygotsky and his use of the Zone of Proximal Development (1978), boasts that working collaboratively is an effective method of differentiation. Vygotsky (1978) observed that students usually performed better in the set tasks when they worked with a classmate or with an adult. The use of the Zone of Proximal Development (1978) can be used as an effective differentiation technique to help learners move from a task they can not do, to something they can complete independently without outside help. Whilst the work set by the teacher during this critical incident was to be worked on alone, the observer did notice students asking each other questions and problem solving together. The results of this collaborative work was that students were able to complete all the tasks set.
The Department for Education research (2016) shows that one in ten children aged five to sixteen have a form of mental health diagnosis. This data shows there is a need for schools to improve their provision of holistic well-being to students. More recent findings from the Government (2022) shows that “between March and June 2020, a period when schools were closed to most pupils, symptoms of depression and post traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) were found to have significantly increased in children and young people aged between 7.5 and 12 years old compared to immediately before the pandemic…” The critical incident observed took place in October 2021, when schools in Wales were open but had significant COVID protocols in place. Within this critical incident, the observer noticed that the teacher took time to hold “check ins” for students as well as ensuring they were all ok with the higher level work being set. This teacher held vocal “check ins” where they asked how the students were doing and they would answer with “ok”, “not ok”, “finding this difficult” etc. Shackleton (2017) promotes the use of ‘check in’s’ as it allows students to develop their knowledge and skills in recognising, identifying and verbalising their emotions. With vocal feedback, it can be easy to miss students who may talk quietly, or not talk at all. Another method of “check ins” could have been by students using their thumbs- up for good, middle for not sure and down for not ok. Prever (2006) argues that provisions of well-being in schools need to be continuously monitored and changed with the evolving nature of time. Prever goes on to explain that this provision needs to be improved to meet the wider concerns of outside schooling life. Whilst this resource was published in 2006, it can be argued that it is still relevant today as mental health diagnoses for children and young people are on the rise (Department for Education, 2016).

Reflection / Evaluation & Next Steps
During the two days I was at this school to observe this critical incident, I noted that I only saw a small insight into this particular class and teacher. In light of this, I can only make judgments about what I saw at the time of the critical incident. The next steps would be for me to learn more about the students in class, how they behave and how they learn best etc. This information could give me insight into whether the work set by the teacher was too high above their ability levels or if the teacher pushed the students enough.
Graham Gibbs’ reflective cycle can allow teaching practitioners a method of in depth reflection. Using an adaption of Gibbs (1998), created by the University of Edinburgh (2020) I will be looking in more detail at the six stages of the reflective cycle:
1) Description (a chance to describe the situation in detail). In this situation, I observed a mainstream teacher understand their students by setting work at a higher level due to the class working easily through set work. During this process, the teacher constantly ensured their students were understanding the work and reassuring them that it is ok to find the work difficult.
2) Feelings (explore any thoughts or feelings that occurred during the experience). During this situation, I felt inspired by the classroom teacher as it was very clear they knew their students very well. I thought it was very reassuring for this teacher to continuously offer help to students and ensure their well-being throughout the lesson.
3) Evaluation (evaluate what worked and what didn’t). I believe that what worked well in this lesson was the teacher’s use of positive feedback to each student in the class. The teacher spoke in a way which affected each child and I could see the physical change in students on receiving positive feedback. The way in which the teacher engaged with the students’ well-being also worked very well as the teacher continuously rotated around the room to ensure they spoke to each student. The part that didn’t work quite so well, in my opinion, was the verbal “check-in”, I noticed that there were a handful of students who did not respond to this.
4) Analysis (a chance to make sense of what happened). I believe that the reason the extra task worked well in this environment is due to the teacher understanding their students. This teacher knew how their students worked and through the use of positive feedback, they were able to boost student’s confidence before introducing the new task.
5) Conclusion (make conclusions about the event). From this situation, I learned that having a deep understanding of each student in my class and the class dynamic as a whole will help provide positive results. Knowing how to see if a child is not ok by their physical body language can help to avoid continuous questions to that child that may cause feelings of uncomfort. From this experience, I have learned how to add in extension tasks in a way which boosts the confidence of students. 
6) Action Plan (a plan of what I would do differently in a similar experience). In the future, I will continue to refer back to this experience and draw upon the skills I observed and developed. I will ensure the time is taken to get to know my students and find ways to help individual children. From the completion of this critical evaluation, I have read literature on the importance of schools’ provisions for students' mental health and well-being, especially after the COVID-19 pandemic. I will take on board what I have read and continue to research how to help students in my classroom. I have also researched how to effectively differentiate tasks for all types of learners. This is something I will also look back on and take notes on how to differentiate the tasks I set in my lessons. I believe that being able to differentiate well comes down to how well I know the students in my classes.
This cycle works well in particular for teachers as it can be used on a task that is used regularly. The six stages allows the participant to ask detailed questions about the task to deeply analyse where the task works(University of Edinburgh, 2020).  After this, the teacher is able to decide whether the task should remain the same or be changed. If it is decided to be changed the teacher can come back to this reflective cycle to analyse the new task. Through the observation of this critical incident, there are various ways in which to inform and improve the professional personal development of the researcher. This critical incident in particular, has highlighted the importance of being a motivator for students, ensuring set tasks can build on top of knowledge and being aware of students’ mental and holistic wellbeing. Also, through this experience, I have been able to see different types of reflection and how being a reflective practitioner is vital for a teacher. Schön’s theory brings about two types of reflection - one during the event, and the other after the event has taken place(Buwert, 2012). This was seen during the lesson in which the critical incident was observed as the teacher had noticed that the original task set was too easy for the majority of the class. From this observation and reflection, the teacher was able to set the higher level extension task. Without being able to reflect on action, the teacher was able to act immediately and decrease the chance of any distracting behaviour by the students due to lack of work.

Conclusion
The Professional Standards for Teaching and Learning (2017) list five standards for teaching:
1. Pedagogy
2. Leadership
3. Professional Learning
4. Innovation
5. Collaboration
Reflection can link directly to the standard of innovation. Innovation is described as “evidence-based, disciplined techniques are used effectively to meet challenges and take learning forward.” (Welsh Government, 2017) Through research and reflection, a teacher is able to gather evidence about a certain topic. Using the evidence gathered, the teacher can then alter practices to meet challenges. It can be argued that teachers should be and remain as reflective practitioners as they can become aware of their underlying beliefs, adjust and respond to issues and promote positive learning environments. The observation of critical incidents are an effective way for a teacher to reflect as they allow even a minor incident to be reflected and thought upon. Through this process, the teacher can view positive and negative impacts of the incident and bring in methods to minimise the incident either happening again or having a negative impact on a lesson.
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Appendices 
Record 1
	Date and time, year group:
Year 10, 1:25 on 23rd September, 2021

	Where and When: 
· Expressive Arts
· Drama
· Students sit on chairs around the room in a semicircle 
· Observer sat at the end of the semicircle 

	What happened: 
The majority of the class walk into the classroom and sit around the room on chairs. A group of students walk in a couple of minutes late and decide to sit right at the back and start to chat. The teacher asks the group of students to be quiet so they can mark the register and start the lesson. Despite this, the group of students continue to talk.

	Areas of possible exploration: 
· How break times affect the start of the next lesson
· The effectiveness of asking students politely to do something
· Seating plans/layout of the classroom

	Notes:
· The class took place after lunch time
· Distractions included other students walking past the classroom 
· Directions asked to students for them to be quiet were clear but not firm




Record 2
	Date and time, year group:
Year 9, 1:25, 23rd September, 2021

	Where and When: 
· Expressive Arts
· Art
· Students sit in rows of eight students, all desks are facing towards the interactive whiteboard
· Observer sat at the end of the teacher’s desk facing towards the students

	What happened: 
A student walked into the classroom after lunch break looking hot and bothered. The teacher in charge asked him if he was ok, he replied saying he felt sick and had no water left. As the lesson progressed, the observer noticed the student was sitting with his head on the desk and not engaged in the lesson. The observer asked if there was something they could do to help the student. The student asked if he could get some water. The class teacher left the room to get the student a glass of water. 

	Areas of possible exploration: 
· How lunch time activities can cause a lasting effect into the next lesson
· How teachers can aid students in this situation 
· The school policy of students visiting the school nurse during lesson times

	Notes: 
· Being a practical lesson, there were many distractions for both the teacher and the students. Despite this, the teacher ensured to ask each child if they were ok




Record 3
	Date and time, year group:
Year 7, 9:10, 23rd September, 2021

	Where and When: 
· Mathematics and Numeracy
· Maths
· Students were sat at desks set up in pairs all facing the teacher
· Observer was sat at the front of the class

	What happened: 
A student raised their hand to answer a question. A few other students kept continually shouting out without raising their hands. In response to this, the teacher did not pay those particular students any attention and continued with the lesson. The teacher then went on to praise students who were engaged.

	Areas of possible exploration: 
· How to engage with students who disregard the school policy of putting hands in the air to answer a question
· Different ways of calling on students to answer a question, rather than the use of hands in the air

	Notes: 
· The teacher did not seem to use the school's behaviour policy in this situation 
· Ignoring the children who were shouting out and causing a distraction seemed to add to the problem as those children caused more distractions













