A critical evaluation and the word count (or equivalent to 5000 identification of next teaching equivalent): words and learning steps focusing on a case study of an individual learner or a group of learners, based on an observed critical incident.

A critical incident, as outlined by Tripp (1993) ‘is an interpretation of the significance of an event.’ The chosen event, or incident, may not initially appear ‘critical’ (as the adjective suggests), but rather ‘typical’ and is ‘only rendered critical through analysis.’ Therefore, it is through reflection and critical analysis of the incident that the author of this assignment will gain better understanding and in turn, be able to suggest what the next steps will be.  The researcher began by observing in a number of different lessons and year groups in a secondary school, identifying and writing up three critical incidents before selecting one to further research for this assignment.  The significance of this process is that:
· It allows the researcher to gain first hand evidence through observation, of the use of several theories discussed (be it behaviour management or using differentiation strategies in the classroom, for example) 
· In gaining this privileged perspective into the classroom, the researcher is then able to broaden her own understanding of the incident itself and the techniques deployed by the teacher.  
In undertaking further study, the researcher will begin to understand the ‘why’ aspect, and by using the existing theory of education and teaching, aims to learn how to adopt (or adapt, as the case may be) any learnings and conclusions drawn from this assignment in the researcher’s own teaching experiences.  


The role of critical reflection, Winch et al point out, is significant to teaching as a craft as it is what is presently absent: ‘the capacity for critical reflection … is the hallmark of the ‘professional teacher’ (2013).  It is therefore important for a teacher to engage in reflective practice to aid in self-improvement, and to continuously develop learning and development of their craft.  Dewey outlines the three attributes of a reflective individual as someone who exhibits ‘open-mindedness, responsibility, and wholeheartedness’ (1933).  All three traits denote an individual open to feedback and reflective development. Even the four purposes outline the significance of students becoming ‘lifelong learners’ (Hwb / CFW), so it stands to reason that the teacher should also seek to constantly improve and educate.  Furlong comments on the expectations of NQTs stating that ‘because of the dominant focus on what newly qualified teachers must be able ‘to do’ at their end of their programmes, there is virtually no explicit recognition of the role of research or critical reflection in teachers’ professional learning’ (2015).  With the change in educational strategies and the introduction of the new curriculum for Wales, schools and teachers are now able to better reflect on their craft in a more concise manner.  The curriculum reform around the four purposes offers a framework from which educational practitioners are able to form targets, engage cross-curricular and identify areas that require improvement all while having opportunity to continuously reflect, revaluate and improve strategies for learning.


There are four primary models of reflective practice:
· Reflecting post-experience then putting reflection into practice (Kolb, 1975 and 1984).
· Considering the significance of emotional responses (Gibbs, 1988).
· Reflection during an event and the ability to think on your feet (Schön, 1978).
· Considering the different points of view (Brookfield, 1998 and 2005).

How researchers choose to engage with reflective practice is subjective to them, and the model of practice they find works best for them.  It is important to suggest, however, that some variation of all four models should be considered for more thorough engagement and improvement.  


BERA believes that all ‘educational researchers should operate within an ethic of respect for any persons … involved in or touched by the research they are undertaking’ (2018: Guidelines, Point 1).  This means that the researcher understands the privelidged opportunity to have been allowed to undertake observational research within the school.  Following BERA’s privacy guidelines, which state that ‘the confidential and anonymous treatment of participants’ data is considered the norm for the conduct of research’ (Guidelines, Point 40), no school or individuals will be named when detailing the context of the observation or the critical incident itself. 


The observation took place in a mixed-gender English medium 11 to 18 Secondary School based in an affluent area within the Vale of Glamorgan.  This particular secondary school has a large catchment area and describes itself as being ‘oversubscribed’ in the online prospectus. There were 1,521 pupils in school at the time of the last Estyn inspection, and only 8% of pupils have ALN (additional learning needs), below half of the national average which was 19.2% (at the time of the report). The researcher was informed during the bridging experience, that the school does not put all classes into sets, meaning that many lessons have mixed ability pupils.  The 2019 Estyn report states that ‘around 2% of pupils speak English as an additional language’, though this has likely risen since the conflict in Ukraine has arisen, as the researcher was informed of a small number of Ukrainian refugee children that attended the school. The report goes on to state that ‘a very few pupils speak Welsh at home’, which leads into the subject of the critical incident this assignment will detail.


The critical incident the researcher has chosen to write about for this assignment was observed in a Year 9 mixed ability Welsh lesson.  This was the third lesson of the day, taking place directly after breaktime where the students were learning how to discuss their favourite social media apps in Welsh.  The class were organised in a seating plan, sitting in four rows of desks that sat two students per desk, facing the front of the classroom.  Boy A[footnoteRef:1] was sitting alone towards the back of the classroom near to where the researcher was sitting.  As the other students all engaged in the starter activity, Boy A began to scroll through his phone before being asked promptly to put it away by the teacher.  After putting his phone away, he then instead began to scroll through messages on his Apple watch – he was asked to remove the watch from his wrist as a result of this, which he did, but then after removing the watch from his wrist, continued to use the device.  This prompted the teacher to confiscate the watch, leaving Boy A to instead begin playing with the watch strap. [1:  Name retracted to comply with BERA anonymity guidelines.] 



Throughout the duration of the hour lesson, despite the teacher offering one-to-one prompting and removing any potential distractions through negative punishment, Boy A had written nothing in his workbook.  For the plenary task, Boy A was asked to work with Boy B[footnoteRef:2], where his disengagement shifted into disruption, and he was asked to stay behind after the lesson had finished as a result.  Initially the researcher had thought this CI to be related to behaviour management (though it is important to note that every other student in the class was completely engaged and not once did the teacher allow Boy A’s attitude to take over her lesson).  At the end of the lesson, when all the other students had been dismissed, the researcher remained behind to continue to observe the conversation between Boy A and the teacher.  During this one-to-one conversation the researcher learned that Boy A had come from a Welsh medium primary school and thus already had a well-formed understanding of the Welsh language.  He had therefore already completed his workbook, and despite being given extension tasks, admitted ‘I don’t want to do extra tasks.’  The teacher reminded him that in English medium schools in Wales, Welsh Second Language is a compulsory subject, meaning he would have to sit a GCSE in it, and warned him that he risked falling behind the other students if he didn’t keep practicing his Welsh Language skills.  Boy A was not punished for not doing work, but only warned that he would likely fall behind the other students learning Welsh Second Language.  This, the researcher noted, was of interest as she had observed the teacher giving out a ‘one point’ punishment to another student for forgetting his workbook (punishment points added up, five resulting in a message home to parents). [2:  Name retracted to comply with BERA anonymity guidelines.] 



The first of the four purposes states that schools should help learners to become ‘ambitious, capable learners, ready to learn throughout their lives’ (Hwb / CFW).  Boy A arguably was completely capable but appeared to somewhat lack in ambition and certainly motivation.  Significantly, there were points in the lesson where the teacher asked other students to answer questions in Welsh, when Boy A would silently answer the questions correctly to himself.  The third of the four purposes highlights the significance of helping learners become ‘ethical, informed citizens of Wales and the world’ (Hwb / CFW), something the researcher also deems significant to this critical incident with the new Welsh curriculum having a push towards enhancing Welsh language skills and development.  Boy A, as stated above already spoke Welsh to a decent degree, but with the push towards Welsh language, is at risk of falling behind, making ‘avoidable mistakes’ as the teacher explained, for rushing his work.  The Welsh government highlighted the four areas of need (2021) as:

· Communication and interaction
· Cognition and learning
· Behaviour, emotional and social development
· Sensory and/or physical development

The researcher would argue that cognition and learning are an area of need Boy A lacks stimulation on, resulting in disengagement and behaviour issues.  In this instance the learning was only affected for Boy A, who prevented himself from completing any extension tasks, though this assignment will aim to use existing learning theory to understand why this was the case and what next steps can be taken.


The first points of theory which came to mind when the researcher was making notes following the observation, were differentiation and ALN.  When beginning the course, the researcher had thought ALN pupils were only those who needed additional support to help them reach a basic standard of learning and had not considered that ALN grouping also covers gifted or advanced learners, who also need additional support to reach higher targets or goals.  The principles of person-centred planning (Welsh Gov, 2015) came to mind:

· Rights
· Choices
· Independence
· Inclusion

Yet it is also important to consider focuses on:

· Student strengths
· Student likes
· Areas of difficulty
· Support strategies

Students with ALN of any measure require some method of differentiation in order to thrive in a learning environment.  As mentioned previously in this assignment, the new Welsh curriculum centres around the four core purposes, all of which strive to collaboratively create a holistic approach to education and learning. ‘In fulfilling these’, the Hwb site states, ‘we set high expectations for all, promote individual and national well-being, tackle ignorance and misinformation, and encourage critical and civic engagement’ (2021).  The new curriculum sets goals as progression steps rather than age-based targets, acknowledging a variation student to student rather than looking at the class as a whole.  The new curriculum also introduced AoLE’s, branching subjects together in a similar manner to universities to allow cross-curricular learning to flow more coherently.  With all this in place, one would assume more inclusive and diverse strategies for ALN students and methods of differentiation would be easier to model, focusing on the individual and his / her / their progression steps.  The 2019 feedback analysis of CFW however, highlights a number of concerns from a range of respondents, including children and young people, who will be most affected by the curriculum change.  The report notes that although many praises have been made of CFW, practicality became questionable: ‘practical issues such as the time, resources and support that teachers will receive in order to successfully implement the new curriculum’ (Welsh Gov, 2019).  In short, curriculum for Wales provides many opportunities for more collaborative and personalised learning, but many worry it may be too ambitious.


In the feedback analysis, young people were asked what they thought the most important things they should get from education were.  Their answers included life skills, health and wellbeing, PSE and the importance of knowledge (Welsh Gov, 2019).  In essence, they describe Bourdieu’s idea of cultural capital (1986) in which individuals come together to merge experiences and further develop in aid of one another.  This can be evidenced with the shift towards AoLE’s, namely the focus on experience in learning.  Alexander Inglis demonstrates the link between education and Bourdieu’s cultural capital decades before Bourdieu’s work was published, highlighting the main basic functions of education (Inglis, 1918); points 3, 4 and 5 make links to the idea of a cultural capital, suggesting schooling should include:

· Diagnosis and direction (finding a social role for students and accumulating data to support).
· Differentiation (students being educated towards their learning goals with acknowledgement and scaffolding to support ALN).
· Selection (relating to the theory of natural selection as outline by Darwin, demonstrating that those who have willingness to learn and support to succeed will have the best academic outcome).

While both Bourdieu and Inglis’ work can be argued to be slightly outdated, it is interesting how significant the ideas both sociologists came up with are relevant today in relation to curriculum for Wales.  Bennie notes this connection by making reference to Ofsted’s inspection framework which states schools have an obligation to develop ‘knowledge and cultural capital’ for all learners (Ofsted, 2019).  The significance of cultural capital and the link between differentiation, Bennie notes, is the inherent want of belonging: ‘we all want to feel that we belong – not that we are included as an afterthought’ (2021).   


As mentioned previously in this assignment, person-centred lesson planning, inclusivity is an essential part to differentiation.  Such engagement is even included as a QTS descriptor, a requirement for NQT’s to follow: ‘the teacher demonstrates knowledge, understanding and experience of high expectations and effective practice in meeting the needs of all learners, whatever their different needs.’  Allison and Tharby note the many ways teachers can differentiate, by varying context, process, product and / or learning environment (2015).  As differentiation and curriculum for Wales can go hand in hand, however, so too can their criticisms:  in an article for the Warwick Journal of Education, Taylor notes that time and money / resources can constrict levels of differentiation teachers can plan for.  Furthermore, she suggests that ‘misunderstanding of differentiation, particularly, among new teachers can lead to the classroom being less challenging for some learners’ (2017: 56).  Taylor goes on to argue that it is only through mentoring and opportunity to observe each other, that teachers will gain a better insight in sound structuring of differentiation strategies.  


ALN and differentiation, as stated many times previously in this assignment, both represent higher and lower ability students, both of whom require additional support to reach targets or progression steps.  Taylor’s paper discussing the pros and cons to the use of differentiation in the classroom highlights many criticisms we have already encountered in this research, prompting the researcher to ask where such direction or structure may be located.  Hattie refers back to elements the Welsh Gov would later identify in their document on person-centred planning, stating that ‘overly concentrating on achievement can miss much about what students know, can do, and care about’ (2012: 3).  He goes on to note that ‘schooling should have major impacts not only on enhancement of knowing and understanding, but also on the enhancement of character’ (2012: 4). This relates back to Bourdieu’s idea of cultural capital, and also the respondents to the analysis of curriculum for Wales, who wanted education to include more life skills.  Whereas Taylor asked for more guidance and mentoring in adopting differentiation strategies, Hattie argues that ‘there is no fixed recipe’ and ‘no fixed principles that apply to all learning for all students’ (2012: 4).  Whereas Taylor believes teachers must figure out differentiation strategies from one another, Hattie suggests ‘group collaborators’ (2012: 6), in which learners have input on their own learning.  This is echoed again by respondents in feedback for CFW, who felt that they would ‘like to be engaged in shaping the curriculum in their school, as it was felt that their voices should be heard because they would be most affected. However, there were some concerns that adults were the experts and that such a responsibility should be left to them’ (Welsh Gov, 2019).  The term ‘collaboration’ makes an appearance again, and significantly so as it is both an element sought by QTS standards and the four purposes.  Collaboration in this instance is of the student and teacher, who must understand each other’s roles in order for effective learning to take place successfully: ‘it is teachers seeing learning through the eyes of students, and students seeing teaching as the key to their ongoing learning’ (Hattie, 2012: 14).  


When discussing the barriers that may prevent high achieving, gifted students, or students with extensive previous knowledge of a subject, some poorer differentiation strategies could negatively affect the cognitive load of the individual.  On the flip side, not accounting for differentiation or ALN for those students leaves them un-challenged cognitively, which can result in boredom, disengagement, and potentially dissociative and poor behaviour in the classroom.  There are several ways in which cognitive load can be managed for over achievers, or in attempting to relate to or activate prior knowledge in learners.  One such way is the effective transfer of knowledge from short term to long-term memory; this must be done with the teacher being explicit about linking new knowledge to previous understanding and working on retrieval practice.  This can also be linked to Watson’s suggestion that repetition aids learning (as outlined in Weibell’s 2011 paper) as an act of retrieval of prior knowledge or information stored in long-term memory.  However, the act of repetition or retrieval of information from or relating to something stored in an individual’s long-term memory, requires that individual to want to find it.  In his book Thinking, Fast and Slow, Daniel Kahneman highlights the two systems of thinking as heuristics (fast, instinctive, and emotional) and biases (slower, logical and more deliberate) (2012).  

Differentiation and cognitive strategies are discussed further in Kirsten Mould’s 2021 blog on EEF, which focuses on metacognition in the MFL AoLE.  Mould comments on common classroom practices which she suggests are ‘designed to give students a repertoire of strategies to choose from and the skill to select the one that is most suitable’ to them (2021).   This brings us back to the significance of collaborative learning and giving students more agency in how they learn.  This is discussed further in another EEF guidance report, which details the steps towards successful self-regulated learning.  The report states that with the correct guidance and adoption of appropriate metacognitive strategies, can be worth ‘the equivalent of an additional +7 months progress’ (2018) when successful.  The report recommends that ‘schools should support teachers to develop knowledge of [these] approaches and expect them to be applied appropriately’ (2018: recommendation 7).  This links us back to Taylor’s criticism of differentiation strategies – that there is not enough support given at this point to apply them appropriately.  


One aspect derived from person centred planning, is the inclusion of an individual development plan for any student with ALN, to promote personalised learning.  One-page profiles for personalised learning that can be reviewed and adapted to meet targets that can be developed as progression steps are met.  Schools have an obligation to give their students expansive and varied curriculum that fit the needs of all learners.  In implementing these school responsibilities, teachers are expected to have the right to adapt work to allow for differentiation.  Fortunately, with the introduction of the new curriculum for Wales, teachers are given such freedom to pioneer techniques and strategies.  The four purposes prompt a more holistic approach, considering health and wellbeing, and developing ethically informed young people.  


The critical incident identified by the researcher initially appeared to look like a behaviour management study.  The class teacher already had pre-existing guidelines for behaviour management, with which the rest of the class was managed under efficiently.  The point scheme, for example, which would eventually result in a text home to parents if insubordination or misbehaviour continued acted as positive punishment, creating a clear consequence for wrongdoing in that classroom.  One cause for poor behaviour is boredom or lack of challenging cognitive stimulation: something the researcher would suggest, having observed, and researched the critical incident, is that Boy A was not engaging with the lesson as he was bored, having already completed the work.  Despite being given extension tasks, they were not differentiated, and the researcher noticed Boy A appeared frustrated by this in his admission of ‘I don’t want to do [them]’.  


The next steps the researcher would take with this critical incident, would first be to sit down with the individual, Boy A in this instance, and attempt to give him more agency in his learning.  As the blog from the EEF suggested, perhaps Boy A could be a candidate for self-regulated learning (EEF, 2018), perhaps in collaboration with the Welsh Government’s 2015 ideas of person-centred planning, if given the appropriate support and monitoring.  The first of the seven steps of self-regulated learning, as outlined in the EEF blog, notes that self-regulated learners should be ‘aware of their strengths and weaknesses, and can motivate themselves to engage in, and improve, their learning’ (2018).  The class teacher already had class guidelines for students to follow, and when speaking to Boy A one to one, had made him aware that the consequence of his continued disengagement would be that he would fall behind academically.  The researcher would suggest, as Boy A is aware of the consequences of his actions and has a well-grounded knowledge in the subject, setting him more challenging yet achievable targets in a regularly reviewed person-centred plan could benefit this individual.  The researcher acknowledges the criticisms over theories engaged with in this assignment, mainly time and resources, but in this case as it was only one pupil in a class of around 30, that perhaps extra steps could be taken even if just to observe how students like Boy A could potentially reach greater potential.  The fourth step of the EEF’s seven step recommendation for self-regulated learning links back to engagement, stating that ‘pupils must have the motivation to accept the challenge’ (2018).  Perhaps framing goals as an engaging subject related competition may prompt interest or motivation from students such as Boy A, who himself had asked to move to a different class as he perceived them to be having ‘more fun’ in their learning.  


To conclude, there have been several avenues through which this critical incident could be interpreted.  At face value, as mentioned previously in this assignment, it appeared to just be a behaviour management issue, yet even so, Boy A’s disengagement was not disruptive, and juxtaposed the keen learning of the rest of the class.  Through deeper engagement and the continued observation of the one-to-one discussion between Boy A and his teacher after class, the researcher identified the potential reason behind Boy A’s lack of lesson engagement.  Regarding this critical incident, the researcher felt it was most appropriate to view the event through Brookfield’s four lenses, as there were different elements and viewpoints to consider.  Brookfield’s model of reflective practice suggested that teachers reflect and evaluate through four different lenses, or points of view: their own, the students, their colleagues and existing theoretical literature (1998).  This allows the researcher to consider the next steps to be taken, with a wide consideration of individuals, expertise, and theory.  During the observation period, the researcher noted the almost immaculate behaviour of the rest of the class and wondered if this healthy learning environment flourished at the class pace at the expense of Boy A, who was either several steps ahead or risking falling behind, but never fully on task.  After engaging in research however, the researcher identified steps that could be taken, mainly a hybrid blend of differentiation, person-centred planning and eventually, self-regulated learning.  One strong point curriculum for Wales embodies is the skill of lifelong learning, a trait students must work on through self-motivation, clear success criteria and goals they can achieve.  Boy A could be a strong candidate for such trait, if, as Taylor argues, time and resources are dedicated to aiding the success of our young people (2017).
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