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Introduction 
In this assignment, I will be critically evaluating and identifying the next teaching steps whilst focusing on a case study of a group of learners based on an observed critical incident. Tripp (2011, p.8) states that a critical incident is an ‘interpretation of the significance of an event’ and he adds to this by explaining that for us to deem an incident to be critical, we must reflect on the incident and then use our own personal judgements. Therefore, it is important to establish that critical incidents are not always negative and that these incidents are critical through our own reflection and analysis. Reflecting on these incidents is essential as it enables us to develop our practice in the teaching profession (Bruster & Peterson, 2012) and as a result will therefore help us as teachers to improve the standard of teaching that we provide to students. Throughout my assignment, I will be using an example of one critical incident I observed during my professional experience. I will then use relevant literature that links to that incident to help me discover how these strategies can help improve my development and my practice as a teacher in the future. 
 
The Role of Critical Reflection 
In order to reflect upon my critical incident, it is essential to understand what is meant by critical reflection. Fook (2002, as cited in Hickinson, 2011, p.831) says that critical reflection is about reflecting upon one’s practice and thinking about the ways in which one has developed certain skills with the aim of then developing fresh ideas that can help improve one’s practice in the profession in the future. In the context of Initial Teaching Education (ITE), one way to effectively adopt reflective practice into the profession would be to critically evaluate the teaching decisions that a practitioner had made such as reflecting upon why a particular lesson was delivered in the way that it was (Meierdirk, 2016).  Therefore, reflective practice places a strong emphasis on learning and offers the opportunity for teachers to enhance their professional growth as well as being able to challenge their own existing practices (Smith & Trede, 2013).  

Critical reflection is also relevant to our practice as teachers as it plays a vital role in the recent curriculum reform for Wales. The former Education Minister for Wales emphasised the importance of teachers being competent and reflective practitioners who are able to learn, improve and research on a regular basis so that they can develop and adapt their teaching practices (Williams, 2017, as cited in Evans, 2022). As a result of these reforms, the expectations of the work that teachers must do has shifted from simply being ‘technicians rigidly and obediently following a prescribed curriculum [to being] teachers who can analyse and adapt their teaching to…social, cultural and political contexts’ (Lui, 2013). Many different models of reflective practice have been developed including Schön’s where he places the emphasis on reflection in action (when the event is happening) and reflection on action (after the event has taken place) (Schön, 1978, as cited by Farrell, 2012).

School and Class Context 
Throughout this assignment I will be following BERA guidelines. As a result of this, when directly referring to the school or any specific teachers and/or pupils, they will remain anonymous. 

The professional experience took place in an English medium, mixed-gender secondary school in Llanelli in the county of Carmarthenshire. There were 830 pupils between the ages of 11-16 enrolled in the school during the last academic year and the school budget per pupil is £4972 (My Local School, 2022). The percentage of pupils on free school meals is 32.8% and this is just over 15% higher than the national figure of 18.7% (ibid.) In 2019, the attendance record across the school was 92.1% and there were 5.9% pupils who came from a household where English was an additional language (ibid). 

Critical Incident 
My critical incident took place during a Year 8 Welsh lesson. It was a Monday morning and the first lesson of the day (and also of the school week). Before the lesson began, the teacher prepared the classroom appropriately by placing a starter activity for the pupils on the whiteboard. The teacher informed me that this was school policy and that as soon as pupils entered the classroom they must sit down quietly and begin the activity available on the board whilst the teachers complete the register. When the pupils did arrive they followed this routine and this allowed for a peaceful and calm entry into the classroom with no issues as clear expectations had been set for them before they had arrived. When the pupils were completing this task, noise levels did begin to rise and therefore the teacher raised her hand in the air and waited for the pupils to copy her action and to be quiet. The teacher informed me that this was also a policy embedded into the school’s behaviour policy. 

The starter activity in question required the pupils to match up the English vocabulary to the Welsh vocabulary (which was associated with food) on the board. This vocabulary had been taught to the pupils during the previous lesson a few days prior to my observation and the teacher had chosen this activity intentionally as understanding these words would be essential for them to succeed throughout the duration of the lesson. This is because later the pupils had to use this vocabulary in another task to group the words into certain food groups. This vocabulary would also be essential for them to succeed in a test that they would have sat a few weeks after my professional experience with the class. Therefore, the teacher’s intention was to check the pupils’ understanding before building upon that knowledge. 
As part of the new Curriculum for Wales, Four Purposes have been created. These purposes are the vision for all learners across the country and they exist as a base to help individual schools design their own curriculum (Welsh Government, 2022). Therefore, one could argue that the new Curriculum for Wales is very much an aim-driven curriculum with heavy emphasis placed on the personal and professional development of students. The critical incident that I observed links to one of Donaldson’s Four Purposes of the curriculum that states that learners in Wales should aspire to become ambitious and capable learners who are ‘ready to learn throughout their lives’ (ibid). In particular, I noticed that the students were very engaged in the task and they were being questioning and were using their own independence in order to complete the task. This is because if any of the students were having any difficulties with the task, instead of asking the teacher for help they used their own initiative and decided to try and work the answers out for themselves. As a result, when the students managed to get the correct answer, they had a sense of pride as they hadn’t asked for any guidance from their teacher. Therefore, it was clear to see that the students were enjoying solving the problems for themselves, even when they did face difficulties. In addition to this, this particular purpose also adds that students should be able to build a framework of knowledge and have the ability to utilise that knowledge in a variety of different contexts (ibid). This was evident as the students were revisiting vocabulary that they had already learnt in previous lessons and were then going to build upon that knowledge and learn how to use the vocabulary in a range of different situations. 

Literature Review
The critical incident that I observed highlights the need to focus on two separate areas of research. These two areas being how behaviourism can be embedded into creating classroom routines and also the impact that retrieval-based learning has on past knowledge and memory. 

Much of the literature which focuses on routines places a significance on the theory of behaviourism and specifically classical conditioning. The theory of classical conditioning stems back to the work of Pavlov and it believes that learning a new behaviour occurs only through the association of different stimuli (Eelen, 2018). Eelen (ibid) goes further by noting that in order for conditioning to occur a conditioned stimulus must produce a conditioned response – on the condition however that the stimulus has already been paired together with an unconditioned stimulus which then results in an unconditioned response. At the end of the classical conditioning process, the pupils will have learnt how to react differently to a stimulus which will then result in them performing a new desired behaviour. It is important to highlight that according to behavioural theorists it is essential that the pairing process occurs on a repeated and regular basis in order to ensure that the conditioning process can take place successfully (O’Donohue & Noll, 1995). Therefore, O’Donohue and Noll (1995) suggest that classical conditioning is not a process that simply can occur after the first attempt at paring the stimuli together. Instead, in order for people’s brains to be conditioned to perform a desired action they are required to have been exposed to the pairing of the unconditioned stimulus and the neutral stimulus on multiple occasions. 

Adopting routines as a part of a classroom by using the theory of classical conditioning is one way to ensure that order, structure, and behavioural standards are set for pupils. For example, at the beginning of a lesson when the students have just entered the classroom very noisily the teacher can raise their hand and stand at the front of the room in silence. Over time, the students will associate entering the classroom with their teacher raising their hand silently together and will be conditioned to therefore enter the classroom in a calmer and quieter manner than before. This will become a solid part of the classroom routine. To add to this, establishing routines in relation to entering and leaving the classroom such as lining up or arriving and immediately beginning a starter activity that is visible on the board can all be enforced by using Pavlovian’s conditioning and are all ways to ensure that predictability exists in the classroom (Kern & Clemens, 2007). 

However, whilst many behavioural theorists see conditioning as a way of enabling structure to be a consistent part of the classroom, many others question the validity and even the existence of Pavlov’s theory. For example, the theory of learning by repetition is one that the philosopher Popper rejects completely, and he believed that humans faced problems and that how they learn is through ‘the elimination of error from these expectations’ (Popper, as cited in O’Donohue & Noll, 1995). Therefore, one could argue people cannot be conditioned into a certain routine and the conditioned results that stem from behaviourism actually derive from common sense (ibid). 

Many argue also that teachers have a responsibility to ensure that any routines that they create for their classroom are always enforced (Weidman & Hammond, 1987). This suggests that any sudden change in routine or a failure to ensure that routines are enforced on a regular basis can cause pupils to disengage with lessons. This is because routines allow structure in the classroom and as a result of this it provides fewer opportunities for any disruption from the pupils. However, if the teacher suddenly neglects the routines that they have placed in their classroom and that the pupils have been disciplined into following carefully, this can lead to a change in the pupil’s behaviour where they may become more challenging and less receptive to work set. This would therefore be counterproductive as there is a possibility for behaviour to deteriorate as opposed to improve. Therefore, in order for routines to an effective way to manage pupils and set out clear expectations to them it is essential that they must be implemented into the classroom in a consistent manner. 

The other avenue of research that will be explored in this literature review is retrieval-based learning. Before considering what retrieval-based learning is, firstly it is important to highlight the difference between learning and retrieval. Karpicke and Grimaldi (2012) state that learning is associated with acquiring and structuring new knowledge whereas retrieval is focused on assessing and checking pupil’s understanding of the knowledge learned. Both Karpicke and Grimaldi (ibid) argue however that whilst learning and retrieval are two different things, they also acknowledge that both concepts are synonymous meaning one is unable to have one and not the other. In this case, they believe that retrieval-based learning is a fundamental element of learning as a whole.

In order to look at retrieval-based learning in more detail, one must understand how learning occurs and how knowledge is processed in the first place. McVee, Dunsmore and Gavaelek (2005) attempt to accomplish this by concentrating on the work of the psychologist Piaget who introduced his own constructivist theory of cognitive development. This theory is based on the concept of a ‘schema’ which is created when one acquires new information. Then, one will either assimilate a new experience which is then consistent with their existing schema, or their schema will be required to change and adapt in order to accommodate new information that they learn. As a result of this, Piaget’s theory suggests that learning is more than just receiving new information – but more that pupils are required to process information and be able to connect it with existing knowledge in order to be able to remember it. Therefore, retrieval-based learning is a successful way of building further upon one’s knowledge. This is because it is a strategy which requires to recall previously learnt information and to activate their prior knowledge through a series of tasks and assessments. Karpicke (2012) suggests that by doing these it further enhances student’s performance and progress in their learning. 

In addition to this, a great concern for educators is knowing if their students will be able to remember the content of their lessons after a period of time passes. Therefore, in order for actual learning to occur it is essential that new information gets moved from short-term memory to long term memory. This is based on research where numerous studies have occurred in the past which have shown that learners who were required to recall certain information from their short-term memory were unable to recall this information again at a later date – so this implies that retrieving knowledge from our short-term memory does not deliver the same effects for retention at a later date (Roediger & Karpicke, 2006). It has therefore been argued that retrieval-based learning is the superior way to ensure that learning occurs effectively as retrieving information ensures that students are improving their later memory (Buchin & Mulligan, 2022). They go on to argue that this is in comparison to other learning strategies such as re-reading and restudying information as neither of these strategies enable students to activate their memories and their prior knowledge to the same extent that retrieval-based learning does. To add to this idea, they state that by applying information learnt in lessons to a prior learning context this can help improve the retrieval of information for the students. However, this idea has been contested. Whilst Hong, Polyn and Fazio (2019) recognise the evidence that supports the use of retrieval-based learning in the classroom as an aid to improve long-lasting learning, they highlight that there are limitations to this. During experiments, they found that this strategy was not suitable for all types of learning and that applying retrieval-based techniques did not function as a helpful tool in order to help the students recall this information at a later time. This implies that this learning strategy works better in some contexts rather than others and that teachers have to ensure that the content that the students have learnt is deemed appropriate for retrieval-based tasks and assessments.

Furthermore, retrieval-based learning is centred around regularly reviewing the content of information taught. This was highlighted in a study where students who frequently were reviewing information and being assessed on that content performed much better than other students who did so in a less frequent manner (Leeming, 2002, as cited in Buchin and Mulligan, 2022). This concept of ‘reviewing information regularly’ is embedded into Rosenshine’s Principles of Instruction. These are principles that stem from Rosenshine’s research on cognitive science, classroom practices and also cognitive support (Rosenshine, 2012). In the first instruction, he emphasises the importance of starting a lesson with a review of previous learning as he argues this strengthens knowledge and enables students to recall information on a more regular basis. Therefore, this implies that starter activities are an essential part of the classroom routine however the teacher must choose the content of them very carefully in order to help the pupils activate their prior knowledge and to help them review this prior content on a regular basis. In addition to daily reviews, Rosenshine’s tenth principle states that weekly and monthly reviews are also beneficial as spacing these reviews apart increases the chances of students making connections between prior knowledge and new information and as a result of this content will be able to be embedded into their long-term memory better.


Reflection and Next Steps
After considering the literature relevant to my two separate fields of research, it is clear to see how routines and retrieval-based learning can be imperative to improving student’s experience in the classroom. 

For example, Kern and Clemens (2007) argue that predictability should be a pivotal part of student’s daily lives and that by providing this to them it ensures that they understand what it is expecting of them. This helps establish a sense of stability, especially considering the fact that for some students there can be a number of overwhelming stimuli in the classroom environment. Therefore, routines can help engage them more and will hopefully result in a lack of disruptive behaviour from the students. Based on this argument as part of my professional practice I will ensure that routines are established as a fixed and permanent basis in my classroom. Examples of how I could incorporate routines into lessons can include making students line up outside of the classroom before allowing them in or on the other hand allowing the students to walk into the classroom peacefully and as soon as they enter making them do a starter activity to ensure that they are working straight away. Routines don’t necessarily have to be associated with entering the classroom, but some could also include routines that help tackle the issue of behaviour management. In secondary schools, these could include raising a hand when the class noise is loud and waiting for them to be quiet. Overtime, the students will become aware that when a teacher raises a hand and stands in silence that it is a cue to do the same,

As Weidman and Hammond (1987) highlighted however, adopting routines into a classroom schedule requires commitment and as a teacher it is important to understand the need for consistency at all times. Therefore, when I employ any routines into my classroom it will be essential for me to set out these routines, procedures, and expectations to the students in a clear and direct manner and act upon them when needed. Failure to show consistency with rules and routines could potentially cause confusion and any sudden changes may result in behavioural issues. Repetition is the best way to ensure that students know how to act and what is expected of them in certain situations therefore that is why O’Donouhue and Noll (1995) make it clear that applying classical conditioning is an effective way to ensure that routines become engrained into the classroom environment.

Considering the literature associated with retrieval-based learning, it is clear to see that successful retrieval can result in a greater understanding of information and as a result of this can strengthen a student’s ability to recall this content at a later date (Karpicke, 2012). Therefore, I will employ retrieval-based learning as part of my teaching in order to ensure that students are constantly recapping content and that they gain a deeper understanding of what they have learnt. This strategy is a lot more student-centred as opposed to other learning strategies such as re-reading content as it will enable my students to put what they have learnt to practice and this will be more beneficial for their memory (Buchin and Mulligan, 2022) - hence why I believe it will be an effective tool to use in my practice. Relating this back to the work of Rosenshine and his Principles of Instruction (2012), I believe that allowing students to review the content of lessons daily will be highly beneficial as this will help strengthen the process of this information moving from their short-term memory to their long-term memory. An effective and simple way of implementing this learning strategy into the classroom would be to create short starter/plenary activities that allow students to retrieve previously learnt information. Due to the tasks being short, this means that they will be able to engage with their learning as soon as they enter the classroom whilst also getting the opportunity to consolidate what they already know before building upon that knowledge further in the upcoming lesson. 

However, it is also important to remember that reviews should be spaced apart therefore Rosenshine’s tenth principle of weekly and monthly reviews is another strategy I would like to implement into my practice. Spacing reviews apart is essential in order to ensure that the students are not focusing on retrieving too much information at one time in tasks as this could potentially result in cognitive overload. As Rosenshine (ibid) states allowing time between reviews allows students to create links between what they already know and what they have recently learnt and due to this it will enable them to retain this information in their memories for a longer period of time and this will be available for retention again at a later date. 

Conclusion
To conclude this essay, I have researched two different avenues of research that are related to a critical incident that I observed during a professional school experience. Through making these observations and focusing on these particular areas of research, I have been able to reflect upon them and also consider how I am able to incorporate different strategies into my teaching with the aim of developing my professional practice. 

However, it is not enough to simply adopt these new strategies of routines and retrieval-based learning into my practice as the new Curriculum for Wales places emphasis on teachers being reflective practitioners who are able to critically think about what they have done and who can look for ways to improve and develop in the profession. Using Schön’s model of reflection would be an effective way to ensure that I reflect upon my use of these strategies as I would be able to reflect upon the ways in which I employ the strategies when using them (reflection in action) and then reflect upon ways in which I can improve at a later date (reflecting on action). Doing so will enable me to see if my application of these strategies has been successful or not. In addition to this, the importance of developing new pedagogical strategies to adopt into my teaching practice is a key element of the Professional Standards for Teaching and Leadership. These are standards that contain the skills and experiences needed in order to grow professionally in the teaching profession and these are standards which I will be required to meet by the end of my training year. By employing the strategies of routines and retrieval-based learning and using them regularly in the classroom, it will give me the opportunity to evaluate new and varying theories allowing me to see what works and what does not and in turn this will help guide me through my development in the teaching profession.
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