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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 or a group of learners, based on an observed critical incident.
Introduction 
This essay aims to critically evaluate and identify the next teaching and learning steps that focus on a case study of a group of learners based on a critical incident observed in a school setting. “A critical incident is a value judgement we make, and the basis of that judgement is the significance we attach to the meaning of the incident” (Tripp, 2012). It will also explore the role of critical reflection and why it is important to reflect. It is important to reflect as it allows you to gain a better understanding of your practice and allows you to begin to see what areas mat need improving (Sullivan, Glenn, Roche and McDonagh, 2016). The critical reflection section will look more specifically into Gibbs’ reflective cycle theory. There will be brief overview of the observation school and the context of the classroom that the critical incident observed. The school and class will be kept anonymous following the BERA (2018) guidelines. When exploring the critical incident in more detail the links on theories will become clearer, it will also be linked to Donaldson’s four purposes. Welsh Government (2021) explain that Donaldson’s four purposes are the starting point for the school’s curriculum to support its learners to becoming the best learners they can. The literature review will delve more into the benefits and negatives of the theories and practices observed within the critical incident. The reflection and next steps section of this essay will look into my focus on the critical incident and what I learnt from it. It will also identify the next steps I aim to take as a student teacher and what I aim to take into my teaching profession.

Role of Critical Reflection 
This section of the essay will focus on reflection and explore the reasons as to why it is important to reflect as a practitioner. Sullivan, Glenn, Roche and McDonagh (2016) state that to critically reflect “you will have to take aspects of your practice and think deliberately, purposefully and deeply about them, to see if you can gain insights and improvement”.  An example of this being, when a teacher carries out an activity, thinking back on what went well, what could have gone better and how they overcome this by finding new ways to do certain aspects or changing what they did. 

There are many different reflective cycles that we can use to help guide us through our reflection process. Some examples of these cycles are Dewey’s reflective thinking, Schön’s reflective model and Gibbs’ reflective cycle. This essay will focus on Gibbs’ reflective model and how this can be used whilst reflecting on practice. Potter (2015) explains that “Gibbs (1988) reflective cycle is an extension of Kolb’s experiential learning cycle, placing theory and practice in an iterative circle”.  

Gibbs’ reflective cycle “encourages reflective practice by asking questions at six stages” (Malthouse and Roffey–Barensten, 2013). The six stages are description, feelings, evaluation, analysis, conclusion and action plan. Each of these stages will allow the teacher to reflect on different aspects of their experience, allowing them to reflect on all areas. When following this model, the teacher will first look at the description of the experience. This includes looking at where it happened, who was involved, what happened etc. The feelings stage of this model will look at how they were feeling both before and after the experience, how others reacted and what the teacher wanted to happen. The evaluation stage looks at what went well, what could have gone better. Analysis looks at why things didn’t go well, why did things go well and what the knowledge they have already from literature says about this. The conclusion allows the teacher to reflect on what did they learn, what skills they need t to develop and what else could have been done. Finally, the action plan explores what the teacher would do differently if there were to have this experience again and how they can develop their skills to achieve this. Each step allows the teacher to reflect on a different area before bringing it altogether for the action plan which they can then take into practice.  

As part of the professional standards within Wales teachers must show continuing professional development. Welsh Government (2019) states that “ongoing critical reflection and learning of the teacher and is developmental in prompting further professional growth.” Being able to critically reflect on your own practice is vital in helping teachers develop their own practice and developing the skills and knowledge that they have. If a teacher were to follow Gibbs’ reflective cycle, they will be able to pinpoint areas that need further development and carry out the research they need to do so. The teaching profession is an everlasting cycle of reflecting and developing their practice. 

Observation School and Class Context 
This section of the essay will give a brief overview of the school that the observations were carried out in, as well as a brief overview of the lessons that were observed. In accordance with BERA (2018) Guidelines, “The confidential and anonymous treatment of participants’ data is considered the norm for the conduct of research”, following this guidance the school, pupils and school staff will be anonymous throughout. 

The observation took place in an English medium mixed-gender faith comprehensive school in the north-west of Cardiff. There are 1263 pupils on roll of which 295 are in the sixth form. The school accepts students from all faith backgrounds and those with no faith background. There are just under 16% of learners with additional learning needs (ALN), which is just below the national average (Estyn, 2018). The school has a teaching facility for pupils with autism. Estyn (2018) states “just under 9% of pupils are eligible for free school meals, which is well below the national average of 17%”. 

Over the two observation days, three observations were carried out in a variety of lessons within the same year group. The first lesson observed was within a mixed ability year 7 art lesson, where there was the subject teacher and a 1:1 teaching assistant present. The second lesson was carried out with the same class but in a music lesson. The third lesson was carried out in a mixed ability year 8 science lesson, where the subject teacher and a 1:1 teaching assistant were present. 

Critical Incident Linked to Donaldson’s 4 Purposes 
This section of the essay will focus on a critical incident that was observed within a classroom setting.  As stated in the introduction “a critical incident is a value judgement we make, and the basis of that judgement is the significance we attach to the meaning of the incident” (Tripp, 2012). The critical incident will also be linked to two of Donaldson’s four purposes, and how they were seen within the observation. 

The critical incident that was observed was carried out in a year 7 mixed ability art lesson, which took place after breaktime. Within the classroom teacher, the learners and a 1:1 teaching assistant (TA) that was there to support one pupil (pupil A). The art lesson was focused on making a collage using the colours of the rainbow. When explaining the task, the teacher used both the visualizer and verbal instructions on how he wanted the learners to set out the page. The 1:1 TA had to leave pupil A to go and explain to learner that arrived late what the task was. Pupil B who was sat next to pupil A took it upon themselves to support pupil A in setting out their page, as they could see that pupil A was struggling to follow along. The part of the observation that has been chosen for the critical incident is the teacher using both verbal and visual instructions, which lead pupil B to support pupil A when the TA support was not there. 

The support that pupil B gave to pupil A can also be linked to two of Donaldson’s four purposes. It shows how pupil B was an “enterprising, creative contributor” (Welsh Government, 2021) as they used their knowledge of the task, and used the skills that they had to support pupil A in creating the base for their collage. Pupil B also used their skills “so that other people would benefit” (Welsh Government, 2021). Pupil B used the skills that they already had in splitting the page into 7 sections, and showed pupil A how to do this. Pupil B scaffolded how to set the page out, and used different methods in showing pupil A how this could be done. 

This critical incident also links to the four purposes as being an ethical informed citizen. Pupil B understood “the impact of their actions” (Welsh Government, 2021) before making the choice to help pupil A. Pupil B understood that by supporting pupil B, they were allowing pupil A to carry on with the task and not fall behind waiting for the TA support to be available again. Pupil B took it upon themselves to help pupil A, which shows that they care about how well their peers do. It was clear to see that pupil B “respects the needs and rights of others” (Welsh Government, 2021), as they were aware the pupil A has the extra support from the TA, so when that was not available, they knew they needed to provide that support for pupil A without being asked to do so. 
The theories that were observed in this critical incident were dual coding and Vygotsky’s zone of proximal development/scaffolding. These will be explored further in the next section of the essay.

Literature Review
This literature review aims to delve more into the theory of dual coding and how this can be beneficial for learners when used within the classroom. It will explore Vygotsky’s’ zone of proximal development and how this can support from teachers and peers can help the learner to become more knowledgeable within the subject. This section also aims to look further into why prior knowledge is needed for dual coding and the zone of proximal development to work effectively within the classroom when supporting learners. 

Bates (2019) states that “dual coding theory (CDT) suggests that combining verbal and visual material in learning should increase the probability that words will activate corresponding images and vice versa”. Using dual coding within a classroom allows both visual and verbal learners to learn at the same time. It can allow learners to process information they are given through either a picture memory or verbal memory, allowing them to make connections between the two to learn. For some learners when they are asked a question they may ‘forget’ what the answer may be, even though they have learnt about this previously. Schimmelfing and Persky (2020) state that “students may noy be able to recall information on their own, but they may be able to recognise the correct answer then displayed”. For a learner in the classroom, if a teacher uses a word that they know but cannot remember why they know it, having that visual alongside the verbal word can help them to make the connection. 

For dual coding theory to work effectively, the learners need to have some prior knowledge of what certain words and pictures represent. BBC (n.d.) state that “prior knowledge is the knowledge the learner already has before they meet new information”. Ambrose et al., (2010) explain that the knowledge that the learners bring to the lesson will have been learnt through daily life and through other courses. The knowledge that they bring can either be beneficial or non-beneficial to the lesson. Ambrose et al., (2010) also states that “students build on a foundation of robust and accurate prior knowledge, forging links between previously acquired and new knowledge…” So, if a student enters. Lesson with beneficial and correct prior knowledge on the subject, they are able to make the correct connections. This links to dual coding, as if the learner knows the picture of something, it can spark the memory of the words that they were taught associated with this picture. However, if the prior knowledge of the student is incorrect to what they are learning, it can bring out incorrect connections that they need to make. 

Schimmelfing and Persky (2020) state that being able to activate a student’s prior knowledge depends on how well the information is stored within memory. For some students they may have high-storage strength and a low retrieval strength, which can be referred to as marginal knowledge. “Marginal knowledge may be observed in students when they have previously learned material but not used it regularly.” For students who are in this position, they may have all the knowledge that they require to do the task, but they may not have the retrieval strength to bring the information forward. These students may benefit from dual coding, as an image they see or a word they hear can help them retrieve this information from their memory.  Paivio (2010) states “… long term memory information corresponding to perceptually identifiable objects and activities, both verbal and non-verbal.” This shows how a simple objective or activity can help retrieve the information from the learner’s long-term memory, again allowing them to make the connections. 

Dual coding can link to Vygotsky’s zone of proximal development (ZPD), as the teacher is using two methods to engage the learner in their work. Bates (2019) states that “Vygotsky believed that knowledge and thought are constructed through social interaction with family, friends, teachers and peers.” The ‘most knowledgeable others’ is a term that Vygotsky used when referring to the people that we learn from. In a classroom setting the teacher would be the most knowledgeable other or a peer who helping another student with a task would be the most knowledgeable other. Vygotsky “suggested that when learners were in the ZPD, they developed an understanding of a subject that may have been beyond their previous level of comprehension” (Bates, 2019). Meaning that the level of comprehension the learner had previously has developed as they have learnt something new. Bates (2019) also explains how Vygotsky “developed the concept of scaffolding to describe the teacher’s role in engaging with people and supporting their development while they were in ZPD.” 

For scaffolding to work effectively the teacher needs to understand the level of support that the student require. Van de Pol, Volman, Oort and Beishuizen (2015) state “if level of control is too high for a student, superficial processing of the information is assumed.” Meaning that if the teacher is giving the learner too much guidance and no time to think independently, the learner is not being challenged. The student will be unable to make any of their own connections to the information that they already know.  This can also mean that the learner loses interest in the task, as they are not being challenged or allowed to think on their own. Van de Pol, Volman, Oort and Beishuizen (2015) also explain that “if level is too low for a student deep processing cannot take place.” If a student is receiving too little guidance and support from the teacher, then they are unable to make connections to prior knowledge. This can hinder the learner’s development, knowledge and skills of the subject being taught has there will be no connections being made. This can also make the learner feel that they failing in that subject as they may feel they are not progressing like their peers. 

However, “if the level of control fits the students understanding, the student has sufficient cognitive resources to actively process the information provided…” (Van de Pol, Volman, Oort and Beishuizen (2015). If the teacher provides a learner with the right level of information that they need, the learner will be able to make their own connections with the prior knowledge that they have. The new connections that they make will allow the learner to develop their knowledge and understanding of the subject further. The learner will also be able to develop the skills that they already have in this subject. Van de Pol, Volman, Oort and Beishuizen (2015) explain that “when support is contingent, the student knows which steps to take and how to proceed independently.” When the learner understands the task and can work on their own, they can become the more knowledgeable other amongst their peers. When a learner becomes the more knowledgeable other for their peers, they may use a different way of explaining the task compared to the teacher. Working collaboratively with others helps learners to develop the skills they need to become a good citizen within the wider community. Being supportive in the classroom can make them feel more confident when not in school to help others within the community. 

To conclude, dual coding theory is a beneficial way to incorporate visual and verbal materials when explaining a task, allowing learners to process information to make connections to their prior knowledge. Using dual coding within the classroom can help those learners who need a visual or verbal prompt to access information that is stored in their long-term memory. Providing learners with the tools that they need to access information, allows the learners to develop their skills and knowledge of the topic. For dual coding to work effectively the learners need the relevant prior knowledge to allow them to make the connections that they need. The students may already have that knowledge in their long-term memory, but the visual or verbal material may give them the prompt that they need to access this information.  Vygotsky’s’ zone of proximal development is where learners will learn from their teacher and peers within a classroom setting. The people that we learn from are called the more knowledgeable other within this theory. Within Vygotsky’s theory is the term scaffolding, which simply refers to the role that the teacher has when helping learners to develop within ZPD. For scaffolding to work effectively, the teacher needs to understand the level of guidance that the learner requires. If the teacher provides too much guidance, they are not allowing the learner to make their own connections and to work independently. Too little guidance also means that the learner is unable to make the connections as they still do not understand what is required to make the connections. Providing the learner with the right amount of guidance they need, allows the learner to make the connections themselves. The learner is then also able to more independently as they are aware of the work they need to do to develop. Once the learner is in this position, they are able to become a more knowledgeable other for their peers within the class.

Reflection/ Next Steps 
This section will reflect and evaluate what I have learnt from the research carried out on the critical incident. It will also explore the next steps I aim to take as a student teacher starting in the teaching profession, and how I will carry this through my career. Form the critical incident it was clear to see that Vygotsky’s zone of proximal development/ scaffolding and the use of dual coding were effective in the classroom. The use of Vygotsky’s zone of proximal development, is a useful tool if the teacher is aware of how much support a student requires. To carry this out in practice I will need to ensure that I know the needs of all children and what level of guidance to give them that will meet all their needs at one. When working on a one-to-one basis it will be easier to know the level of guidance that is needed. It is also important to remember that the learners still need to be challenged even when given support and guidance, to ensure that they are making the connections that they need to learn. Before this can be used within the classroom, I will need to know that the learners have the prior knowledge to allow them to make the connections. If it is made aware that the prior knowledge is not there, it opens up the opportunity to teach them the things they need to be able to make these connections.

The use of reflection as a teaching practitioner will be important in developing my skills and knowledge as I go through teaching and start in the teaching profession. Following Gibb’s reflection cycle, allows for six stages to be thought about in more detail when reflecting. It will open up the opportunity to look into greater depth about the detail of the task. This will look at what went well, what didn’t go as well and what the environment was like where the task took place and who was involved. It focuses on the feelings you felt before and after the teaching, and how you felt during the teacher. It takes into consideration the others who were involved feelings as well. The evaluation stage will explore what went, what didn’t go well. By analysing this, it will allow you to put theory into practice and bring in the literature that you already know to see how the improvements can be made. The action plan allows you to see what you want to put in place so that you can develop and improve on things that you’ve seen that need improving.  

When I go into my teaching career and when I am a student teacher, I aim to use Gibb’s reflective cycle as I think it will allow me to delve deeper into the reasons of why I need to improve things. It will also allow me to think about my feelings when doing so, which for me personally is a big part of reflecting. It will also allow me to work with others to see what areas I need to work on, as it can open up discussion with me mentors on how they felt things went. I also aim to use scaffolding and the zone of proximal development, as I feel they will be very beneficial when working within foundation phase, key stage 1 and key stage 2. 
Conclusion 
This essay critically evaluated and identifies the next teaching and learning steps that focus on a case study of a critical incident carried out within a school. It explored the meaning of what a critical incident is and that is the judgement we make that makes the incident critical. There was also a focus on the role of critical reflection, which explore Gibb’s reflective cycle and the six stages you can follow to reflect. This section also linked to the professional standards in Wales that all teachers and school staff need to follow. This essay then looked into the observation school in more detail and the context of the class that the critical incident took place. All information in this section remained anonymous to protect the identity of those involved. Then the focus was on the critical incident and what theories or practice were seen that can be researched in more detail for the literature. Dual coding and Vygotsky’s zone of proximal development were clear to see through the critical incident and were explored further in the literature review. The literature review looked at dual coding and the zone of proximal development can work effectively in the classroom. It was clear to see that for both to work the learners need to have some prior knowledge of materials used within the task. If the prior knowledge was not there, it can be harder for both dual coding and the zone of proximal development to work. Finally, the essay looked at reflection and next steps. Gibbs’ reflective cycle will be used throughout teacher training and through my teaching career as the steps will allow me to delve into my improvements. I will also use dual coding and the zone of proximal development when teaching children as I feel they are beneficial theories to incorporate into teaching. 
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Appendixes 

OBSERVATION / FIELD NOTES

Record 1
	Date and time, year group:
23/09/2021, Year 7 Art Lesson

	Where and When: Context of the observation – subject/AOLE, general classroom context

Year 7 Art lesson that took place after break, mixed gender class with more males than females. There was the subject teacher and a 1:1 teaching assistant (TA) also present in the classroom with the learners. 






	What happened: a detailed description of the critical incident (the more detail the better to refer to in your later work)

After watching one boy sat in the front of the class cut magazines in an unsensible way. The teacher called for the classes’ attention to show them how he wanted them to rip out the page before cutting out the image they had chosen. The teacher made eye contact with the one pupil to show that he had seen him doing it, but was not calling him out in front of the class.  Once the teacher had finished his demonstration the pupil had done exactly what the teacher had asked in the way he had showed them to. When doing this, he kept looking up at the teacher to see if he was watching. Once the teacher was not looking, the boy carried on cutting the way he had been in the first place, and was looking up at the teacher repeatedly to see if he was watching. When the teacher was not picking up on the behaviour the boy stopped what he was doing. 




	Areas of possible exploration: what you think could be” under the hood” in these incidents? What avenues of research could you consider?

This links into logical consequences, the child was purposely doing what he was told not to do to gain the attention of the teacher. 
Research into why someone may want attention, are they not getting enough attention at home or do they simply just like having attention?
Is there a reason why the teacher did not react to this, is it because the learner normally does this and doesn’t want to satisfy the need of them trying to gain the attention?




	Notes: any details you can note (is it a busy environment, is it after lunch, are there lots of distractions, are directions made explicit - the more you can refer to the better here)

The classroom was calm, the teacher was very engaging and explained things extremely well. When explaining he would wait until he had finished before answering any questions on what the task was. Children were engaged throughout the whole lesson. Children were chosen to hand out resources and were collaborative in helping each other. 





Record 2
	Date and time, year group:
23/09/2021 Year 7 Art Lesson 

	Where and When: Context of the observation – subject/AOLE, general classroom context

Year 7 Art lesson that took place after break, mixed gender class with more males than females. There was the subject teacher and a 1:1 teaching assistant (TA) also present in the classroom with the learners. 



	What happened: a detailed description of the critical incident (the more detail the better to refer to in your later work)

After introducing the topic of collage’s, the teacher was explaining the collage task that the class was going to carry out. The teacher went through different examples that previous students had done. Before allowing the children to start doing their work, he showed them on the visualizer the easiest way they can split their page into 7 sections, whilst also giving verbal instructions.  He did this in steps, showing the class first what he meant on the visualizer and then allowing the children to copy. One child was struggling to follow along and made a few mistakes in how was setting out the page. His peer who he was sat next to, showed him how to do it and allow him to copy from what he was doing. The student eventually understood the task and was able to carry out the rest of the work on their own. 







	Areas of possible exploration: what you think could be” under the hood” in these incidents? What avenues of research could you consider?

This links to Vygotsky’s theory of scaffolding, the teacher first showed how the best way was to set the page up. When the student did not understand a peer stepped in to help the peer with the task. This is effectively the learner becoming the teacher as they have more knowledge and understand the task better to be able to explain to peer.

Professional standards: 
Link to collaboration – seeking advice and support using visualizer to show how to do something. Allowing the independence of those who understand to go ahead. 

Four purposes:
Learners recognizing the needs of others and making the choice to support others who need it



	Notes: any details you can note (is it a busy environment, is it after lunch, are there lots of distractions, are directions made explicit - the more you can refer to the better here)

Lesson straight after break, very calm and engaging environment. Teacher was very encouraging throughout the whole lesson, giving children instructions to follow but allowing impendence at the same time. The teacher was very clear when giving out instructions and gave a number of examples that the learners were able to engage with to understand the task. Teacher gave plenty of time to ask questions and allowed learners to discuss and work together. 











Record 3
	Date and time, year group:
24/09/2021, Year 7 Music, second lesson of the day 

	Where and When: Context of the observation – subject/AOLE, general classroom context

Music classroom, a lot of distraction with being sat in front of the keyboards for the whole lesson. When instructions were being given out, pupils were mainly just tapping on keyboard, full attention was not given to teacher. Present in the classroom was the subject teacher, 1:1 TA and learners (mixed gender, mainly males in class). 





	What happened: a detailed description of the critical incident (the more detail the better to refer to in your later work)

When teacher called for all pupils to take off their headphones so they could listen to the next instruction, one pupil who had clearly heard the instruction and watched all his peers take their headphones off, left his on and carried playing on the keyboard. One of the peers sat opposite the boy had told him to take them off but he carried on ignoring the instruction. When the teacher had spotted this, he called the pupils name and asked him to listen and take his headphones off. After the pupil had taken his headphones off, the teacher asked him to stay behind so they could have a chat. 







	Areas of possible exploration: what you think could be” under the hood” in these incidents? What avenues of research could you consider?

Logical consequences: the boy clearly knew he had to take off the headphones but did not listen to the instructions, meaning he had to stay behind and talk to the teacher when everyone else had left.

I don’t think he was really looking for the attention off the teacher, as he looked really disappointed knowing he had to stay behind after everyone had left. 




	Notes: any details you can note (is it a busy environment, is it after lunch, are there lots of distractions, are directions made explicit - the more you can refer to the better here)


It was a busy class as the pupils had to work in pairs to compose a piece of music to fit the theme of the picture they had chosen off of the board. 
Teacher was clear in giving instructions; however, the learners were very easily distracted by equipment in front of them. There was also a lot of smaller quiet conversations between some pairs, these were left to just discuss when the teacher was talking. This was causing distractions for some of the other learners who were sat around.
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