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Assignment 1


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 assignment will focus on what a critical incident is according to Tripp (2011) and what their relevance is in relationship to teacher practise. It will then research ‘under the hood’ as to what might be the reasons behind the teachers’ decisions and how this incident links to the idea of the reflective practitioner as set out by the Welsh Government (2022) and Graham Donaldson (2015).  From this critical incident the essay intends to discuss why checking regularly for understanding throughout the course of a lesson or a series of lessons is so important. It will then move on to discuss the method chosen by the teacher observed in the critical incident and the advantages and disadvantages of this particular method. Finally it will look at alternative methods of checking for understanding and the advantages and disadvantages of these. Finally, it will examine ways in which the researcher can implement these in their own practice. 

Role of Critical Reflection
Educational reforms in Wales have led to greater emphasis on the importance of teacher reflection. Reform was needed to improve the standard of education across schools in Wales. This naturally meant changes to teacher training in Wales with a new emphasis on being a constantly reflective practitioner. The Welsh government introduced five professional standards to be used as a guide for the areas of their practise that teachers should reflect on. Reflection is an essential part of professional development in teaching practise and links to the Professional Teaching Standards where it specifically states that teachers should continuously evaluate their methods. Through reflection teachers can refine their teaching methods to educate their learners more effectively. This essay focusses on a critical incident, but a critical incident is worth little if it not reflected upon in an analytical way. 
In his report, Graham Donaldson (2015) offers his recommendations as to what these changes should be. He suggested a move from Key Stages to a more progressive, linear movement from primary school all the way through to GCSE. He also said that greater control over the curriculum should be given to teachers. Finally, Donaldson believed that Welsh education should be broadened to encompass the development of the pupil as a whole person, including social and emotional development. This is because ‘disadvantage in its many forms too often has a pernicious effect on the educational achievement’ and as Wales is unfortunately a country of high deprivation, the education system should be designed to combat this. Consequently, the new curriculum has six areas of learning experience. Content across these areas will be expected to adapt as national and global circumstances change, meaning reflection will be important for what is taught in schools as well as how it is taught.
Gareth Evans’s article outlines why there was urgent need for change in the Welsh Education system. He cites that 15-year-olds in Wales performed significantly lower than the rest of the UK and the OECD average in reading, mathematics and science (Evans, 2021). The Welsh Government agreed that drastic reform was needed if Wales wanted to be able to offer its young people the best possible education and the chance to compete in the international jobs market. A desire to ‘shift responsibility of education more clearly to the cite of schools’ meant that teachers would have more control over what was taught and how to a certain extent. Changes to the curriculum and to teaching methods meant that teachers would have to learn to adapt their teaching styles and methods and to use reflection to inform them on how they might do things differently in the future. There is more emphasis on the teacher having to adapt, rather than the pupils having to adapt to the teacher. 
There are many models of reflection, but some are more suited to the teaching profession than others. David Kolb created a reflective model based on experiential learning. Kolb’s model has four stages, the first being concrete experience, followed by reflective observation, abstract conceptualisation, and active experimentation. It could be argued that as this was written in 1984 that it is now outdated. However, Kolb and Kolb (2018) say that this model is relevant now and still the most popular because of its simplicity and adaptability. This links well to the ambitions of the Welsh Government as mentioned above and how they wish teachers to view their role as a teacher. However, Kolb’s model does not prompt the practitioner to examine their emotional responses anywhere. Yet, in this article, they cite Zull (2002, p. 10) ‘emotion influences thinking more than thinking influences emotion’ pointing out the importance of the teachers emotions. So, the researcher will opt for a reflective model that does incorporate this.  
	An alternative model of reflective practise comes from a scholar named Graham Gibbs (1988). This model has six steps: description, feelings, evaluation, analysis, and action plan. Again, this model is a cycle that allows for experiences to be constantly re-examined and re-evaluated. The extra stage in Gibbs’ model allows space for teachers to assess their emotional response and separate it from what is the best response in a given situation. I feel that this model might work better for classroom and behaviour management. However, this is this reflective model that I intend to use throughout my teaching practise. In support of this, Michakinos Zembylas (2014) notes the interplay of emotions and personality in relation to the reflective process. He argues that emotions and personalities will react to and interpret incidents differently. Furthermore, he says that teachers should ‘interrogate how emotions are entangled with power relations and reflexive processes’ and consider any prior assumptions they may have had about an individual pupil or situation. 
Obervation and Critical Incident 
This essay will comply with the ethical guidelines prescribed by BERA by ensuring the confidentiality and anonymity of those observed (BERA, 2018). To do this, the staff member will be referred to as ‘Teacher A’ and the school will be referred to as ‘School A.’ Class members will be referred to as learners. School A has an FSM percentage of 24.1% as of 2021 according to the Welsh Government website and the ‘My Local School’ search function. In order to provide context on this figure, according to Estyn in 2017, ‘the national average in secondary schools of 17.1%.’ The critical incident that this essay will reflect on occurred when the researcher was observing a Year 7 Geography class in a comprehensive school in South Wales. This was a mixed ability class, and they were studying human and physical geography.
According to Tripp (2011, p.25) the vast majority of critical incidents are not ‘all dramatic and obvious’ but everyday occurrences that are ‘rendered critical through analysis.’ There are two stages that make a critical incident. Firstly, the production of the incident, which will be discussed here; and secondly, an investigation into what the incident meant, which will be examined in the literature review. The critical incident itself was an example of how and when a teacher might check for understanding in a lesson and all the potential areas for research associated with this. After explaining the definitions of human and physical geography, Teacher A asked the class to think about the area where they lived and to identify some features of human and physical geography of their local area. The learners had to write a full sentence stating the feature and which kind of geography it was. Instructions were given in a clear way. As the learners worked through the task, Teacher A circulated the room, live marking as they went. After a few minutes the teacher halted the task because they noticed that several of the learners had made a similar mistake regarding environmental geography. The teacher reassured the class that these terms are tricky but commended them on their wider knowledge all the same. 
Before following Tripp’s instructions and moving into research and analysis on the critical incident, this essay will consider how this incident fits into the Welsh context and how it might like to the four purposes of education. Teacher A’s actions are linked to the first of the Four Purposes of Education (Welsh Government, 2022) which is to create ambitious, capable learners. The learners would learn to enjoy a challenge because they were being taught new terminology but even when mistakes were made, no one was made to feel embarrassed. The nature of the task also meant that the students were ‘building up a body of knowledge and have the skills to apply that knowledge in different contexts.’ Furthermore, Teacher A linked to the last of the four purposes which is to create ‘healthy, confident individuals.’ Additionally, they did not name any specific pupils who had got it wrong but re-explained to the whole class, so as not to single anyone out and make them feel self-conscious. This might have been slightly frustrating to those who had not made the mistake, but promotes a sense of togetherness in the class nonetheless. 545
Literature Review
	This section will fulfil the second of Tripps’ stages of a critical incident by engaging with the areas of research that can stem from this one incident. The areas considered will be why it is so important to check for understanding and how this relates to cognitive theory and then different methods for checking for understanding. It will use the example of Teacher A and explore different methods of checking for understanding and why spotting misconceptions early on leads to more effective learning. 
Barak Rosenshine was an American professor in the Department of Educational Psychology at the University of Illinois and completed a PhD in education at Stanford University. He also taught as a high school teacher (edcantraluk, no date). Rosenshine wrote an article called ‘Principles of Instruction’ for the purpose of helping teachers take effective steps to improve their practise. The Principles of Instruction (Rosenshine, 2012) are research-based on ‘cognitive science, classroom observation and cognitive supports.’ One of the key principles is to check student understanding. This links directly to the critical incident this essay is focussed on when Teacher A performed live marking. Teacher A was demonstrating why it is important to check understanding as the lesson is going along, proving Rosenshine’s point. Rosenshine’s research found that the most effective teachers ‘frequently checked’ their learners’ understanding, and live marking is just one method of doing this. He also goes on to say that regular checks ‘let the teacher know if student were developing misconceptions’ which is exactly what had happened in this critical incident. Beyond this, Rosenshine says that checking for understanding is not just checking for factual knowledge, it is for checking understanding of expectations or how to carry out a task. To give clarity on why this is important, Rosenshine explains that we don’t learn by simply being told information. New material is added to the schema by making connections and building on existing concepts. Teacher A has also done this by setting learners a task that asks them to make connections to the world around them. To summarise the value of Rosenshine’s research, it is based on both scientific and observational research. It has been demonstrated to be effective in the classroom through the critical incident and his work has been supported by other scholars, such as Tom Sherrington. This leads to the next piece of literature that this essay will discuss. 
	One scholar in strong support of Rosenshine is Tom Sherrington. Sherrington writes that, for him, checking for understanding is ‘the core concept in the Principles’ (Sherrington, 2019, p.31) and it is ‘the single biggest common area for improvement’ in student teachers. He emphasises that asking questions like ‘does everyone understand?’ simply is not good enough. Sherrington suggests a better way to phrase this question to ask is ‘what have you understood?’ This demands a response from which the teacher can judge levels of understanding. Although Teacher A was not using questioning as a method of understanding, by reading what members of the class was writing, she was gathering concrete evidence of understanding. To summarise, a teacher should phrase questions that prompt learners to think beyond a one-word answer. Further questioning should follow regardless of whether a learner gives a right or wrong answer in order to encourage them to think about how they reached their answer and to express their reasoning. This process encourages deeper thinking and means the information is more likely to move to the learners’ long-term memory.  Furthermore, it is another method of checking for misconceptions and giving the teacher a chance to correct this. 
	The importance of checking for misconceptions becomes even clearer when examining Cognitive Load Theory (Plass, J. et al., 2010). The word cognition means the natural process of acquiring knowledge and understanding through thought, experience and the senses. Large quantities of research has been carried out into how we make this process more efficient. In his chapter, John Sweller explains that there is primary and secondary knowledge that humans acquire. For example, facial recognition is a skill that humans learn ‘almost without effort by being members of society.’ On the other hand, secondary knowledge generally requires ‘motivation and effort to learn and is culturally dependent.’ He says that ‘virtually everything taught in educational institutes consists of biologically secondary knowledge.’ For a teacher, this can sound like a daunting idea. Teachers only have a finite amount of time with their classes in which to convey the knowledge and skills they want their learners to achieve. As well as this, we are expecting students to be make a conscious effort in every lesson, five days a week to take in what we are saying. Understanding this process then, becomes even more important and teachers should ensure effective methods of teaching and ensure that effort from both parties is not wasted. Doing so would result in learners becoming demotivated and disengaged. Sweller writes that the success of learning new material depends on the strength of the information already stored in the long-term memory. Again, this demonstrates the importance of checking for misconceptions because incorrect information would inevitably cause problems if the learners’ prior learning is incorrect.
	So, based on the research so far, it can be argued that checking for understanding and checking for misconceptions are both linked to each other and are fundamentally important to teachers’ making informed decisions about how to proceed with a lesson or a course of lessons. There is a range of methods that teachers can use to do both these things. Chris Runeckles offering giving feedback as one of these. He clearly highlights that there is a distinction between marking and giving feedback. He says that marking is simply giving a score, whereas feedback is more directive and should prompt learners to ‘enact change.’ Runeckles also agrees with Sweller on the point of timely feedback. Runeckles says that ‘the earlier a mistake is corrected when learning something new, the faster the information will be learnt’ (Runeckles, 2018, p. 110). He goes on to say that the best feedback that a teacher can provide is when it is given ‘in the process of purposeful practise.’ His argument is that feedback is best given when learners can act on it immediately. This was demonstrated by Teacher A, however, this is only practical to do in class when there is a blanket misconception. It would be almost impossible for a teacher to circulate a class and offer meaningful feedback to every pupil in the space of one lesson. Therefore, teachers need a variety of ways for checking and feeding back. 
	Fisher and Frey (2011) support the previously discussed strategies of questioning and feedback. However, in contrast to old ideals of classroom teaching where the teacher would lecture from the front and learners would listen in respectful silence, they have emphasised the importance of oral language. They write that teachers should build in and encourage collaborative learning between learners in the classroom and that the teacher should use this opportunity to judge students’ understanding by listening to what they say. Strategies such as ‘think, pair, share, reciprocal teaching and discussion prompts’ are all mentioned as ways that teachers can utilise learners’ natural inclination to want to discuss key ideas. Furthermore, they note that when a class is asked at large ‘does everyone understand?’ the majority of students will not respond. However, when working with peers, learners are more likely to clarify understanding with each other away from the spotlight. However, the teacher must ensure that discussion work is time limited and specific and followed up by cold calling to ensure that discussions remain on task. 
	The final area for research is the role of formative assessment. Dylan Wiliam describes assessment as the ‘bridge between teaching and learning’ (2017) and that the daily use of formative assessment is important. He also highlights that teachers cannot ‘predict what pupils will learn’ and that this is why checking for misconceptions is so important. Wiliam also underpins the notion that cooperative learning is incredibly effective and offers some explanation as to why that is. He cites motivation, social cohesion, personalisation and cognitive elaboration as the four main reasons for this. In relation to the critical incident, this could have been a method that Teacher A could have used. There is a risk that as so many learners were making the same mistake, cooperative learning may have caused more members of the class to misunderstand, but on the other hand, perhaps those who had got it right might have corrected the others. 
	
Personal Reflection	
I think that reflecting on this critical incident has been a very useful experience. I already had experience of working in a school as a cover supervisor, but I had not had the opportunity to observe any lessons. It has proved to be a very useful incident to have observed and has led me to finding practical ways in which I can integrate into my own lessons. 
When thinking about how this critical incident and the research I have carried out around it has already influenced my ideas surrounding my own practice, it will influence it in a multitude of ways. There were many things I was not aware of such as the immense importance of questioning and how impactful it can be.  I already knew that I wanted to help learners develop their confidence and feel that they can offer answers or ask questions, but I was not sure how to do this. I had also never heard of live marking and did not even know the term until I started researching. My research has also led me look for a number of tools that I can use in the classroom to check for understanding as the lessons progress. 
	My first practical steps will be to discuss with my mentor the way my PTE school prefer to check for understanding and to find out if I were to do any live marking, would they like me to use a different colour pen to distinguish between myself and their marking. Then I will plan an activity that asks the learners to do some independent or pair work and circulate the room live marking and see if I can pick up any misconceptions. I will also continue to observe other teachers and look out for other ways that other departments check for understanding. I have already seen whiteboard activities, low stakes quizzes and Kahoot used by other members of staff. This then led to a discussion about the advantages and disadvantages of whiteboards versus quizzes written down in books with members of my department. One teacher prefers whiteboard activities because once you ask learners to hold their board up and show you their answers they can’t change them so you know who is understanding. However, this method means that there is no evidence of the starter in their books when it comes to a book scrutiny. Conversely, if a quick quiz is done in their books, there is evidence there that says you have done it, but learners will often sneakily add in or change answers when you go through the answers, so the teacher does not get a true picture of who has understood what. There is also the advantage that a quiz in their books gets the pupils into a good routine when they enter the classroom and leads to a settled start to the lesson. This is a frustrating tension that is likely to present itself many times over the next year. For now, on reflection, I plan to do quizzes in books at the start of a lesson and then whiteboards as a more exciting plenary. 
	As well as this I want to start to implement better questioning. I have created a draft of a question sheet that frames the start of more open questions and I intend to make this a working document and add things to it as the year goes on. I may also need to adapt it for the second school that I am in, but it will be a useful resource for me if I can start to use it in lessons and then eventually not rely on it so much. 	
	I am also going to apply what I have learnt to the feedback that I give to pupils on work when marking. Again, I will check with my department what the marking policy is and see if they already have a way of offering meaningful feedback for their classes. 
Outside of the classroom I intend to continue to read more literature on how to build learners confidence in the classroom. This will include more on questioning and how to phrase comments that offer constructive advice during class discussions or question and answer sessions. I will record my efforts in my learning journal and continue to reflect lesson by lesson with a view to be demonstrating these skills with some consistency by the end of my first placement ready to take with me onto my next school. I feel that these are realistic expectations to have of myself by the end of this first block of teaching experience. 766

Conclusion	
In conclusion, this assignment has caused the researcher to consider several important themes. Firstly, the nature of the process of reflection and which model they feel is most relevant to them. In this case, it has been the model offered by Gibbs that allows room for considering the emotional response of the teacher as well as a process of experiential learning that is continually seeking best practise, but specifically best practise that suits a given situation, rather than a ‘one size fits all’ approach. Next, it has been an invaluable experience to observe Teacher A and to understand what was behind their decision making and methods. Secondly, this led to researching three main areas. The first area, exploring live marking and the advantages of this. Then how immediate feedback links to cognitive learning theory and the science behind it. Learning occurs more effectively when feedback is given soon after a piece of work is completed. Then thirdly, other methods of checking for understanding that can be used when live marking is not practical, such as questioning, precise written feedback and collaborative learning. In relation to marking, it is important to remember that marking and feedback is not the same thing. Then finally, how to apply this to future teaching practise. 
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