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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. 
In the following essay I will be examining a critical incident observed at a local school, exploring relevant research areas, and reflecting on how this research can and will inform my own teaching practice going forward. First, I will define critical reflection and critical incidents and use this critical reflection to inform my teaching praxis. Then I will detail the school and the critical incident that I observed. Next, I will analyse a variety of academic sources that comment on the subject my incident. Finally, I will reflect on these sources and describe how to put what I’ve learned into practice.
Stephen Brookfield (2017, p. 3) defines critical reflection as “the sustained and intentional process of identifying and checking the accuracy and validity of our teaching assumptions”, and that critically reflective teaching happens when “the habit of constantly trying to identify, and check, the assumptions that inform our actions as teachers” (p. 4-5) is built into practice. 
David Tripp (2011, p. 12) agrees, noting that 
“reﬂecting on what we do is essential to the development of professional judgement, but unless our reﬂection involves some form of challenge to and critique of ourselves and our professional values, we tend to simply reinforce existing patterns and tendencies.”
Badia & Becerril (2016) and Minnott (2022) reinforce that this reflection on one’s own beliefs, assumptions and techniques is a tool to be cultivated practically.
This idea of challenge and critique to enforce change is echoed by Donald A. Schön (1987), who asserts “When practitioners respond to the indeterminate zones of practice by holding a reflective conversation with the materials of their situations, they remake a part of their world.” (p. 36). Zwozdiak-Myers (2012), Mohammed (2016), Bassot (2016) and Akdağ (2022) all concur that critically reflective practice promotes an improvement in one’s educating skills.
I understand critical reflection in teaching to be an ongoing process of self-assessment, one that demands an honest critique of one’s own teaching habits and methods, and one that calls for the development of these aspects through challenges and adaptation to specific circumstances.  I concur with Brookfield’s summary of its purpose: “to help us take more informed actions so that when we do something that’s intended to help students learn it actually has that effect.” (2017, p. 5) 
Both Schön and Brookfield offer reflective models that illustrate how critical reflection can be undertaken. Whereas other notable models, such as the ones developed by David A. Kolb and Ronald Fry (1975) and Graham Gibbs (1988), focused on the perspective of the person teaching, Schön and Brookfield considered additional elements. 
In his 1992 book The Reflective Practitioner: How Professionals Think in Action, Schön offers his argument for two modes of reflection – the former being the same as that proposed by Kolb & Fry and Gibbs; ‘reflection-on-action’ – and a second mode he refers to as ‘reflection-in-action’. 
Reflection-on-action is the name given to the process of experiencing a critical incident, analysing it, and then using these analyses to educate with a better-informed perspective on how and what one is teaching at a later moment. 
Schön’s Reflection-in-action focuses on one’s ability to reflect in the moment as a critical incident develops, he states that it “is central to the art through which practitioners sometimes cope with the troublesome “divergent” situations of practice.” (p. 62) Therefore, a teacher must use their skills of critical questioning and analysis to assess whether the education they are providing is one that is working effectively to the benefit of their students. Should this education prove ineffective, the teacher should be able to use this assessment in the moment to change how they are educating, or as Schön puts it, “He must be ready to invent new methods.” (1992 p. 66)
Brookfield’s reflective model differs to Schön’s as Brookfield offers four ‘lenses’ for critical reflection: “these lenses are students’ eyes, colleagues’ perceptions, theory, and personal experience.” (2017 p. 62) The first two lenses centre on seeking and applying feedback from the noted people, whereas the latter two are methods of reflection to be undertaken as an individual. Brookfield notes the importance of student feedback as it is ultimately the student who is affected by the teaching. (p. 62-66)
Critical incidents offer another way to practice critically reflective teaching. Developed by Tripp, he explains that “critical incidents are produced by the way we look at a situation: a critical incident is an interpretation of the signiﬁcance of an event.” (2011, p. 8) The analysis and evaluation of these incidents, specifically their causes and effects, is what provides teachers with an opportunity to critically reflect. Bassot (2016), Minnott (2022) and Akdağ (2022), note that some incidents become critical when teachers “turn what goes wrong…by framing the incidents into questions.” (Akdağ, 2022, p. 103). However, these events need not always be negative in nature.
Tripp goes on to say that they “are an excellent way to develop an increasing understanding of and control over professional judgement, and thereby over practice…” (p. 24) Thus, critical incidents can be used as tools for examining and evaluating teaching praxis in a way that fulfils Brookfield’s reasoning for critical reflection (2017, p.5), as an increased understanding of professional judgement should ensure effective teaching. Tripp’s assertion that teachers can use critical incidents as a research tool “to change their classroom practice” (2011, p. 22) also coincides with Schön’s idea of “remake[ing] a part of their world.” (1987, p. 36) 
The school that I was sent to observe in is a Welsh-language primary school, situated in the Llansamlet area of Swansea. According to the school’s latest ESTYN report, dating from September 2018, there were 482 pupils between the ages of 3-11 at the time of inspection. (p. 1). The report notes that the only around 7% of pupils have been eligible for free school meals, measured over a three-year period (p. 1). Another notable percentage is that of students with additional needs – the school identified 22% of pupils as having additional learning needs, similar to the national percentage of 21% (p. 1). Important to note is the following: “The school is currently a pioneer school and is working with the Welsh Government and other schools to proceed with developments relating to the curriculum.” (p. 1).  The class in which my critical incident was observed was a year 6 class, comprising of students between the ages of 10-11. 
The observed critical incident I’ve chosen to analyse is one that took place in a year six classroom. The subject of the lesson was math, and the focus of the lesson was multiplying numbers with double and treble digits.  The critical incident I’ll be examining is the lesson introduction as presented by the teacher. 
To begin, they presented the topic to the students – this topic was not a new one for the students as this lesson served as a continuation of their work on multiplication from the previous lesson the day before.
Having reintroduced the topic, the teacher asked the students questions about what they had learned previously, these questions ranged from what they understood the topic to be, what techniques or methods had they learned and used to solve equations and how they felt about the topic and what they had learned.
Once the teacher was satisfied with these answers, they moved onto clarifying and detailing what had been taught previously and outlining what was to be undertaken and learnt in that day’s lesson. The teacher provided them with a lesson objective on the whiteboard so that they were aware of what was expected of them – “To continue using the traditional and non-traditional methods of solving multiplication equations”. 
Finally, the introduction culminated in a starter wherein the students were asked to help the teacher solve an equation on the whiteboard, first using the traditional method and then the non-traditional method. The teacher then offered an equation for the students to solve using the method of their choice on their miniature whiteboards.  
This critical incident links to various characteristics of the four purposes of the new curriculum as proposed by Graham Donaldson in his 2015 publication Successful Futures as commissioned by the Welsh Government to assess the state of the curriculum and to see what suggestions could be made to improve it. Donaldson outlines four key purposes that the new curriculum should centre on alongside key characteristics of these purposes. 
The first part of the introduction, asking the students to recall what they had learnt previously and to voice which method they preferred, links to the characteristic of critical evaluation (p. 29) as it asked for the students to decide which method they found easier and more useful for them.
The lesson objective links to the purpose of having students who are “ambitious, capable learners who: set themselves high standards and seek and enjoy challenge” (p. 29) as although this objective is set for them, their participation in the lesson shows an eagerness to undertake the challenge of completing and solving numerous equations. It also links to creating “healthy, confident individuals who: face and overcome challenge.” (p. 30).
The use of a starter task links to the characteristics of students who are “ambitious, capable learners who: are questioning and enjoy solving problems” and who “understand how to interpret data and apply mathematical concepts” (p. 29) as it asks the students to solve equations and to apply their newly learned methods to these equations. 
Below I have broken down my area of focus, the lesson introduction, into separate sections: a brief definition of Hunter’s concept of the Anticipatory Set, an analysis of the role and importance of Lesson Objectives, and an exploration of Introductory Tasks (further broken down into four sections: the task itself, modelling, independent practice, and questioning).
Throughout the following section I will be referring to Barak Rosenshine’s Principles of Instruction (2012) as a guide for examining the research areas of my critical incident. 
ANTICIPATORY SET
The American educator Madeline Hunter coined a term for the opening of a lesson that she referred to as an ‘anticipatory set’. In an updated edition of her book, Madeline Hunter’s Mastery Teaching, revised by Robin Hunter in 2004, an anticipatory set is described as “an activity that brings mental focus…to the upcoming learning activity.” (p. 40) Hunter explains that the anticipatory set is used to assess what she called “student entry behaviour” (p. 40), a term that refers to the knowledge a student has prior to the start of a task. Jennifer Gonzalez, for the website Cult of Pedagogy, notes that the anticipatory set can cover anecdotes, tasks, and skits and that its point is “to get students curious, wake up their brains, and give them a taste of what they are about to learn.” (2014)
LESSON OBJECTIVES
Doug Lemov explores the purpose and importance of lesson objectives in his 2014 book, Teach Like a Champion. Lemov opines that lesson objectives should not be hidden or kept away from students, instead they should be visible throughout their lesson. He states, “in the case of students, posting your objective is important because they should know what they’re trying to do, which will help them work more intentionally toward the goal.” (p. 141). Hunter agrees, stating: “Students will usually expend more effort and consequently increase their learning if they know what it is they will learn today.” (2004, p. 42)
Dylan William, in his 2018 book Embedded Formulative Assessment, stresses the importance of separating learning intentions / objectives from learning contexts. William refers to the topic that encompasses the task as the learning context, whereas the skills necessary to complete said task is referred to as the learning intention (p. 66). William focuses on the importance of both this separation and of the clarity of the chosen lesson objective as “it makes it much easier to differentiate instruction without creating a classroom in which different students are working toward different goals.” (p. 66) William’s emphasis on clarity of instruction is echoed as one of Rosenshine’s principles – “Give clear and detailed instructions and explanations.” (p. 19)
Lemov points out that an objective’s use and efficacy is highly important (2014 p. 137), and draws on Todd McKee’s criteria for effective objectives, the 4Ms (Manageable, Measurable, Made First and Most Important). These criteria focus on how achievable the objective is, whether that achievement can be measured, if the objective is the focus instead of the task itself, and whether the objective and task are relevant. (p. 137)
INTRODUCTORY TASKS
1. THE TASK
In his 2001 article, ‘Making history curious: Using Initial Stimulus Material (ISM) to promote enquiry, thinking and literacy’, Robert Phillips defines ISM as “the method of introducing an issue or topic in a deliberately oblique manner.” (p. 20).  
He explains that this ‘oblique manner’ can be as simple as starting a lesson with a small, simple task that pertains to that lesson’s topic, and acts as an entry point for learners. Phillips notes that an ISM can be useful “for arousing curiosity at the start of the lesson” (p.20) and for “establishing the right learning environment.” (p. 20). This is in-keeping with another of Rosenshine’s principles of instruction, “Present new material in small steps.” (2012, p. 12). 
Another benefit of ISM as highlighted by Phillips is that it can “cultivate conceptual understanding, as well as the acquisition of vocabulary and terminology.” (p. 20)
Phillips makes it clear as to how useful ISM can be as a lesson opening, even if he is specifically discussing ISM in the context of teaching history lessons. Both he and Rosenshine emphasize the use of ISM as effective ways to teach and begin lessons as their simple and ‘oblique’ nature makes them easy to digest and they act as hooks to engage students with the lesson to come. Using starter tasks in this manner is also key to the concept of teaching gradually, something I will touch on shortly.
In a 2017 article for the website Improving Teaching, researcher Harry Fletcher-Wood compares ISM to the traditional ‘starter’ and what he calls a ‘settler’. He refers to starters and settlers as tasks for students; settlers promote settling into the lesson and require “limited teacher explanation”, whereas he criticises starter activities for being “restrictive”. 
Fletcher-Wood favours ISM as it offers a “concrete example” and “is a powerful way to share goals while provoking thought and curiosity.” (2017). 
A connection can be drawn between Fletcher-Wood’s criticism of ‘settlers’ and his appraisal of ISM as the latter has a focus on interaction between student and teacher, something highlighted by Fisher and Frey (2013, p. 2) and which will be elaborated on momentarily.
Rosenshine notes that “the most effective teachers ensured that students efficiently acquired, rehearsed, and connected knowledge. Many went on to hands-on activities, but always after, not before, the basic material was learned.” (p. 13) This rehearsing of knowledge is known as utilising ‘retrieval practice’, wherein a teacher asks students to recall previously learnt information as it is connected to the upcoming lesson. Rosenshine includes retrieval practice as one of his principles – “Begin a lesson with a short review of previous learning.” (p. 12)
Kate Jones proposes that retrieval practices should be an integral part of teaching and advocates their use in connection to learning objectives: “learning intentions should be long term, after all it is only when time has passed that we can check if information has been learned and can be recalled from long-term memory.” (2021 p. 10)
2. MODELLING
As noted earlier, the teacher observed in the critical incident engaged students in solving one of the equations with the help of the students on the whiteboard, prior to having them attempt an equation individually. This is known as modelling – showing how a task is performed to educate and display the skills needed by students to undertake the action themselves. Rosenshine states that “many of the skills taught in classrooms can be conveyed by providing prompts, modelling use of the prompt, and then guiding students as they develop independence.” (p. 16)
Douglas Fisher and Nancy Frey include modelling in their responsibility model, detailed in their 2013 article, ‘Gradual Release of Responsibility Instructional Framework’. Fisher and Frey realise the importance and unavoidable nature of interaction in teaching praxis but note that this interaction “can’t be mindless.” (p. 2) Their framework concerns the way that ‘cognitive responsibility’, or whose responsibility it is to take control of learning, should shift throughout a lesson. 
This responsibility begins with the teacher as the source of knowledge and information, the teacher should then explain the task at hand, and model to the student how they should go about undertaking it. Once modelled, the students should be given the freedom to attempt the task for themselves. This is how the release of responsibility is ‘gradual’. 
Fisher and Frey recognise the importance of a teacher’s ability to model the work stating:
“The fact is that until we see an action performed, we have a hard time understanding it. The same thing occurs in the classroom. Explanation alone is insufficient; students need to see it for themselves. Good teachers incorporate demonstration into their instruction.” (p. 3)
William however, notes that modelling runs the risk of only providing the students with ability to undertake a very specified example of the task as demonstrated to them, whereas teachers are interested “in their ability to apply their newly acquired knowledge to a similar but different context.” (p. 65) Thus, making the skills obvious rather than the content (at least in the context of my critical incident) is an integral part of effective modelling. 
3. INDEPENDENT PRACTICE
Rosenshine emphasises that “independent practice is necessary because a good deal of practice (overlearning) is needed in order to become fluent and automatic in a skill. When material is over-learned, it can be recalled automatically and doesn’t take up any space in working memory. When students become automatic in an area, they can then devote more of their attention to comprehension and application.” (p. 18)
Fisher and Frey also conclude that independent practice is vital to the student’s grasp on the subject or skills, as only an individual’s attempted application of newfound knowledge is what reveals “how much they understand, as well as what they don’t yet know. (2013 p. 4) This coincides with Rosenshine’s idea of “check[ing] for student understanding” (p. 12). Although this checking is not done by the teacher themselves, it offers an opportunity for students to query their own understandings of the topic at hand; this should make way for dialogue between teacher and student to ensure an achievement of understanding. 
4. QUESTIONING
Both “Ask a large number of questions and check the responses of all students” and “Check for student understanding”, are included on Rosenshine’s list  (p. 12). According to Rosenshine:
“This checking has two purposes: (a) answering the questions might cause the students to elaborate on the material they have learned and augment connections to other learning in their long-term memory, and (b) alerting the teacher to when parts of the material need to be retaught.” (p. 16)
William agrees, noting that to him, questions have two purposes “(1) to cause thinking and (2) to provide information for the teacher about what to do next.” (p. 91)
William also states that “once teachers and students are clear about where they are headed, the next step, of course, is to understand whether they are on track, and for that, it is necessary to collect evidence about where students are in their learning.” (p.81) Questioning to check understanding is, therefore, a vital part of educating, as it gives an indication of the clarity of understanding regarding the learning objective and can offer insight as to how far along students are in their understanding of the lesson topic itself.

William reinforces Rosenshine’s principle of “check the responses of all students” (p, 12) as he notes that when only questioning a limited number of students, “those who are participating are getting smarter, while those avoiding engagement are forgoing the opportunities to increase their ability.” (p. 92-93) 
Having done research into the areas of interest surrounding my critical incident and analysed them, I will now present my findings, suggestions, and thoughts on my observed critical incident and how I will allow this research to inform my own teaching. 
The main method of reflection I will be following is Schön’s reflection-on-action model, though as I begin my teaching experience I aim to incorporate and utilise elements from both Schön and Brookfield’s critical reflection models, as I feel they will be the most useful to me in praxis. 
Foremost, after undertaking research into lesson introductions, I must commend my observed teacher for being well-informed in their praxis and deployment of highly advised techniques. I feel as though they have set an extremely high standard for themselves and for me to follow and imitate going forward. 
Firstly, I note their effective lesson introduction and its content. Their lesson objective does complete, as Lemov advises, McKee’s 4Ms (2014 p.137). I found the lesson objective to be one that was achievable by the year 6 students. As this objective was one that was sustained over two lessons, it was clear that the students had the previously learned knowledge at the forefront of their minds. It is the ‘Made first’, quality that I’ve found the most useful to consider when it comes to creating my own lessons and accompanying objectives as it demands a pragmatic sensibility that saves both myself and my students from wasting time on lessons that might not contribute to their overall education. William’s point on the clarity of lesson objectives (2018 p. 66) is also one I’ll be considering as I develop my lessons.
Like the teacher I observed, I too plan to use retrieval practices in order to test and engage my students’ recall and to ensure their understanding and interest in the topic. I’ve found Rosenshine’s Principles of Instruction (2012) to be a highly useful list of instructions that are simply put and easy enough to utilise. 
One difference I must note is that the teacher and school I observed was a primary school whereas I intend to teach at a comprehensive level, specialising in teaching Drama. That being said, I found that observing this teacher alongside other primary school teachers has shown me that the skills are always transferrable.
A skill that I found particularly helpful to observe was their use of modelling; undertaking the task themselves with the suggestions of the students in order to reinvigorate the students’ confidence in their skills and understanding. Fisher and Frey’s Gradual Release of Responsibility Instructional  Framework (2013) proved to be an invaluable resource and provided me with a better understanding of the purpose of modelling (p. 3). Knowing that I’ll be teaching an older range of students than that observed, I’m aware that I’ll have to be careful in my use of modelling and being able to ‘scale up’ what I’ve learnt from my observation teacher’s demonstration. 
However, one thing I would do differently to the teacher is how I conduct my questioning. Reading Rosenshine’s principles (2012 p. 12) and William’s recommendations (2018 p. 92-93) has significantly raised the importance I assign to gaging and assessing each student’s understanding of the topic at hand. Although this at first seems time-consuming, I feel as though techniques such as the traffic light system (in which students indicate their understanding using the colours of a traffic light; wherein green equates to understanding, amber to mostly understanding but a little unsure and red refers to a lack of understanding or total confusion) could be deployed throughout a lesson as a time-saving technique for querying a class’s understanding. This would also party serve to fulfil one of Brookfield’s lenses: “student’s eyes.” (p. 62)
I am grateful having learnt about Phillip’s ISM (2001 p. 20), as I feel as though my subject gifts me with a range of materials that can be used as stimuli: script extracts, costume, and stage designs, alongside performances. Fletcher-Wood’s (2017 )critique of traditional starter activities and ‘settlers’ has made me question the starter activities I have already created and has prompted deeper consideration as to their efficacy going forward. 
Going forward in my teaching career, I feel as though the lessons and information I’ve gained from this evaluation of a critical incident have been invaluable. As aforementioned, I plan to continue using both Schön and Brookfield’s methods to critically reflect my teaching praxis, keeping in mind that the Professional Standards for Teaching and Leadership (2019) includes “Wider reading and research findings” (p. 48) and “Continuing professional learning” (p. 50) under their ’Professional Learning’ standard. I feel as though this assignment has demonstrated my capabilities in analysing and connecting areas of research and I have outlined where in my praxis they might be of use. 
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