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A critical evaluation and the identification of next teaching and learning steps focusing on a case study of an individual learner or a group of learners, based on an observed critical incident. 
Introduction

In this essay, I will critically evaluate and identify the next steps in teaching and learning, focusing on a case study of a group of learners, based on an observed critical incident. I will be discussing the role and importance of critical reflection within education and a classroom setting, as well as the observations I undertook and a critical incident I identified. I will discuss relevant literature that is related to my critical incident as well as reflect and evaluate the focus of the critical incident. According to Tripp (1993) “a critical incident is an interpretation of the significance of an event” (p. 8). It can occur within a classroom setting which functions to prompt insights about an element of the teaching and learning. Evaluating a critical incident can help teachers to become aware of their beliefs and question their teaching practice to enable them to develop professionally (Richards & Farrell, 2010). Such incidents can urge teachers to think deeply about the long-term implications they may have, and this process of reflection gives teachers a chance “to learn more about their teaching, their learners and themselves” (Richards & Farrell, 2010, p. 114). Simply put, teachers may sometimes come across unexpected situations, which surprise them. Therefore, they determine these situations to be critical because they are able to learn from them. 

The role of critical reflection 

The aim of critical reflection in practice is to continuously improve teaching and learning. One of the first educationalists to discuss the importance of reflection in professional practice was Dewey (1933) who drew a distinction between 'routine action' and 'reflective action'. Dewey stressed the need to get into the habit of reflecting to avoid becoming routinized in one’s thinking and actions. According to Dewey, routine action is directed by habit, tradition and recognised institutional expectations. It is generally unresponsive to new situations and educational priorities, and its inflexibility means it can limit professional learning (Dewey, 1933). Furthermore, Dewey explains that reflective action is based on a willingness to engage in on-going self-appraisal and development and requires flexibility, systematic analysis, and social awareness. Professional learning is based on intellectual curiosity and by trying to develop patterns of consistent and orderly thinking when striving to reach a conclusion or solve a problem (Dewey, 1933). Dewey’s work inspired many other ideas about reflection in education, such as Schön’s (1987) idea of reflection in action and reflection on action. The most obvious difference between them is when they take place, since reflection in action happens whilst you are involved in the situation and reflection on action happens afterwards but they both can have great value in developing a rich learning environment. Schön’s idea of reflection for action is recognised as a separate type of reflection, concerned with teachers thinking and planning for future actions (Schön, 1987). Thinking about the future was always implied in both reflection in and on action, even if ‘in’ action it was very much about the moment to moment of practice and what happened next. Meanwhile, ‘on’ action reflection is more concerned with thinking about the future in terms of asking yourself what you will do differently in future and is a more deliberate and often broader and deeper form of reflection (Schön, 1987). Critical reflection in practice is designed to help you improve what you do and to respond positively to change (Welsh Government, 2015). Critical reflection is a powerful tool that captures the process of moving from just experiencing into understanding. Marzano’s work on critical reflection states, “growth goals are a key element of becoming a reflective teacher’ Observing and discussing teaching is an important element to the development of teaching expertise” (Marzano, R. 2009, p. 13). This highlights the importance of why all educators should take the time to observe and discuss which is something that has the potential to be overlooked in the busyness of teaching. Using critical reflection in practice could develop the confidence of teachers as well as improving their quality of teaching. Through reflection, you construct an atmosphere that focusses on the learner, and this setting will help learners and teachers to become confident, innovative, and immersed with the learning. 

Critical reflection is going to be a crucial element during the introduction and rollout of the new curriculum in Wales starting in 2022, as well as demonstrating the Professional Standards for Teaching and Leadership. Since schools are designing their curriculum to meet the needs of their learners, teachers critically reflecting upon their practice will be necessary for them to ensure their students are meeting the progression steps presented in the new curriculum. In addition, critical reflection in practice can ensure that teachers are fulfilling the four purposes of the new curriculum to support its students to become “ambitious, capable learners, ready to learn throughout their lives; enterprising, creative contributors, ready to play a full part in life and work; ethical, informed citizens of Wales and the world; and healthy, confident individuals, ready to lead fulfilling lives as valued members of society” (Welsh Government, 2020). 

Observation – School & Class context 

Following the BERA guidelines, “the confidential and anonymous treatment of participants’ data is considered the norm for the conduct of research”, so consequently, the staff, school and all students observed will remain anonymous throughout this assignment (BERA, 2018, p. 40). The observations took place in an English medium, mixed gender, Christian faith secondary school that is based in the Llandaff area of Cardiff, South Wales. The school has approximately 1,263 students, which includes 295 students in the sixth form (Estyn, 2018). It has been recognised that just under 16% of students have additional learning needs, which is below the national average, and just over 5% of students have statements of special educational needs, which is above the national average (Estyn, 2018). There is also an additional, specialist teaching facility for students with autism. The number of students eligible for free school meals is just under 9%, which is significantly below the national average in Wales of 17%. Additionally, around 18% of students come from an ethnic minority background and almost all of the students have English as their first language (Estyn, 2018). Moreover, whilst visiting the school, I observed two lessons from the same year seven class, and one lesson from a year eight class. The observations were undertaken in the first three weeks of the school year, and so it was clear that the year seven classes were still adjusting to the routines and overall life in a secondary school. The year seven class was a lower ability class, meanwhile the year eight class was a mixed ability class. 


Critical incident linked to Donaldson’s Four Purposes

The critical incident I am going to discuss occurred within the observation of the year eight science lesson on the 23rd of September 2021. This was a practical lesson that took place from 10:50am, which is the third lesson in the school day, just after break time. After the class settled in, the teacher explained to the students that they were having a practical lesson using equipment they had used the previous week. After the teacher explained the task and demonstrated what was expected of the students, the class was set to get on with it and draw a diagram in their books. After around 15 minutes, it was clear that a few of the students were struggling with the task and using the protractor. The teacher explained to us that the lesson wasn’t going as she had hoped, since they were already familiar with the equipment.  This is when the critical incident I identified took place because the teacher instructed them to go to the lead learners of the class for help and to see their work. As soon as the teacher said this, almost half of the students in the class rushed over to the lead learners and continuously went back to them for help throughout the rest of the lesson. I think this is an interesting critical incident because I witnessed peer to peer learning, and it seemed that the students became a lot more engaged with the task since they were collaborating and solving problems together. Additionally, I got to see scaffolding among peers as they were seated in pairs set out in a way that allowed lower ability and high ability pairs near each other so they can support each other’s learning. 

This critical incident can be linked to two of the Four Purposes of the new curriculum. Firstly, it can be linked to creating “ambitious, capable learners, ready to learn throughout their lives” (Donaldson, 2015, p. 29) because what I observed fits with the statements that align with this purpose of the curriculum. Through collaborating and working together, the students set themselves a high standard of work and seemingly enjoyed the challenge (Donaldson, 2015). Also, through working together they were able to question things and enjoy solving problems and finding solutions. Secondly, this critical incident can be linked to the purpose that aims to develop “enterprising, creative contributors, ready to play a full part in life and work” (Donaldson, 2015, p. 29). This is evident through their collaboration because students were able to connect and use their knowledge and skills and think creatively to reframe and solve problems (Donaldson, 2015). In addition, working together allowed the students to lead and play different roles efficiently, and the lead learners were able to give of their energy and skills so that their peers were able to benefit (Donaldson, 2015). Furthermore, this critical incident led me to consider the learning environment in engagement with lessons and the impact on learning when peers scaffold among each other and are able to collaborate in the classroom. 

Literature review

The critical incident that I identified can be linked to a number of areas of research within education, related to the learner and the learning environment. In this literature review, I will be focussing on two areas of research which are peer to peer learning and scaffolding among peers, as well as the impact the learning environment has on engagement with lessons. Both of these areas can have a significant impact of students’ learning and if they are used well, they have the ability to maximise the learning of the students. 

The notion of scaffolding learners refers to the support that is given to a learner throughout the learning process, which is specifically tailored to each student. This idea originates from Vygotsky who generated instructional scaffolding as a strategy for supporting learners (Vygotsky, 1978). This theory begins with Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory, where imperative learning from the child takes place through social interaction with a competent instructor, and his concept of learning that is known as the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD). This means the difference between what a child is able to achieve alone and with some help from a more knowledgeable other, and it helps students to learn a lot more information, much quicker than they would with conventional instruction. The idea behind it is that instructional scaffolding helps students learn more when cooperating with people who have a broader range of knowledge and skills than the student has, compared to when they learn independently (Vygotsky, 1978). Their peers are the ‘scaffolding’ who aid the student in developing their learning boundaries.  Moreover, there have been many studies conducted to investigate the effectiveness of scaffolding learners. An early study by Wood and Middleton (1975) where four-year-old children had to use a set of blocks and pegs to build a 3D model that was shown in a picture. This study established that the children whose mothers engaged with them and gave them advice ended up building drastically more complex block towers than the children who worked alone (Wood & Middleton, 1975). The children that built the more complicated block towers were those whose mothers altered their approach depending on how sufficiently their child was conducting the task, by commenting differently based on whether the child was struggling or not (Wood & Middleton, 1975). Supporting this, a study by Freund (1990) that set to find out if children learn more effectively from Piaget’s notion of discovery learning or from guided learning through the ZPD. This study revealed similar results when a group of children were asked to organise dollhouse furniture into the correct rooms. The mothers of children who provided guidance were considerably more successful than the children who completed the task alone (Freund, 1990). These studies demonstrated that scaffolding is most effective when the support is tailored to the needs of the learner, however it could be argued that they are out-dated as they are workings that were published a long time ago, as opposed to being recent work. Furthermore, there are studies that show ZPD and scaffolding is a beneficial technique when someone is learning a new language. For example, a scaffolding study published in 2014 concluded that, out of a group of 30 language students in Australia, the students that had tutors who used scaffolding techniques made a lot more progress in the quality of their writing and the application of strategies (Shooshtari & Mir, 2014). 

It is well established that scaffolding learners can improve their learning, two studies by Verenikina (2003) and Shabani, Khatib, & Ebadi (2010) demonstrated that while scaffolding techniques can be improve learning, if the teacher or knowledgeable other does not implement them correctly, they can risk helping the learner too much which can turn them into a passive learner and impede their growth. Therefore, it is essential to distinguish the level of knowledge the student has in order to successfully apply scaffolding techniques. In addition, while scaffolding techniques have proven to be beneficial, Vygotsky’s work can be questioned. For instance, Vygotsky does not acknowledge that children may not always be successful completing independent learning tasks even at their level of development (Bozhovich, 2009). This failure can arise from various aspects of the task, such as the subject itself or the child’s lack of knowledge as opposed to their level of thinking or intelligence (Bozhovich, 2009). Also, Bozhovich also questions the amount and type of learning task that should be used to reliably measure the gap between the level of actual and potential development. A child may present a different gap between two levels of development when they are challenged with learning tasks which require one and the same function but contain different content (Bozhovich, 2009). Vygotsky did note that mental development can be uneven overall, however, Bozhovich argues that specific functions can also be uneven because they are multidimensional. Therefore, in detecting the levels of development of each function, it is required to define the aspect of the function that is interesting to us (Bozhovich, 2009). Furthermore, Bozhovich emphasises the significance of the quality of the assistance given to the learner because for some children a small prompt will be enough but other children need things clearly shown and explained (Bozhovich, 2009). This implies that the type of assistance needed is dependant on the size and actual level of the ZPD, as well as individual characteristics of the child. Vygotsky’s theory does not seem to apply to all social and cultural groups because these groups may not be equal with all learners being able to gain the same meaning from engagement with learning (Malik, 2017). Additionally, this theory does not consider that some children have a slower rate of cognitive growth, where experiences and genetics can play a role in this development. 
Another area of research that can be linked to my critical incident is the impact the learning environment can have on an individual’s learning. It is important to note that the school and classroom environment is a large, dynamic network of social and cultural factors within which the setting needs to be suitable for the teaching and learning (Woolner, et al., 2012). The learning environment plays an integral role to a student’s learning as studying in a positive learning environment promotes motivation and engagement. Contemporary learning environments are anticipated where students are engaged in co-operative and self-directed learning activities, and the environment surrounding the learners is intended so it can be routinely re-organised to mediate learning (Lippman, 2010). There is a lot of research in education that shows there is a commitment to traditional values of teaching practice that often work against teachers making adjustments to their practice and classroom space (Galton, et al., 1999). It is feasible to recognise two qualities of these traditional values in teaching practice. Firstly, teachers are immersed into firmly established teaching practices that are both difficult to challenge and recognise and is not typically made clear in initial teacher education (Pointon & Kershner, 2000 & Brehony, 2005). Secondly, there are a lot of unspoken assumptions within teaching, so it is possible that teachers support certain methods of teaching, while acting in ways that do not co-inside with their views (Woolner, et al., 2012). Moreover, an absence of effective change in educational practices can lead to conflicts within and between practices, settings, and intentions. Woolner et al. (2012) conducted two case studies to examine whether the overall classroom environment impacts learning. They discovered that although open plan classrooms are understood as essential to support different teaching and learning styles, it does not always support change that benefits the learner (Woolner, et al., 2012). Their evidence suggests that the key to effective change in the classroom is to discuss and collaborate so that alterations to the learning environment are paired with alterations to teaching and learning techniques and based on the shared understanding of everyone involved, to improve learning (Woolner, et al., 2012). In addition, the learning environment has proven to be especially important since the COVID-19 pandemic started in 2020 and most students were forced to learn from home, online. Since the lockdowns began, it was a concern that children from low socio-economic backgrounds were disproportionately impacted by school closures, since they are more likely to face barriers such as reduced access to technological devices and physical space to work, as well as having parents with low literacy and numeracy skills who may not be able to support them (Outhwaite, 2020). This information highlights the importance of a positive classroom environment where students are able to freely to explore ideas, be involved in discussions and have the same opportunities and experiences as their peers. 
Reflection/Evaluation & next steps

Reflecting and evaluating my critical incident has inspired ideas that I intend to use in my own teaching practice. My critical incident was students collaborating and working together to solve problems. Vygotsky’s theory of instructional scaffolding was evident as the students were supporting each other and the knowledgeable other was using and sharing their skills. This scaffolding among peers allowed for a positive learning environment, where all of the learner’s needs were met. The literature demonstrates that effective use of scaffolding techniques can aid the student to develop their learning boundaries. In the critical incident, the more able children or knowledgeable others were seated near less able children, in order to support scaffolding between the students. From my observation, it was a successful execution of scaffolding techniques that seemed to benefit the learners. The students were visibly more engaged with the task when they were told to work together and support each other, as opposed to when it was originally an individual task. Reflecting on these events, I think the teacher unintentionally used negative language when conveying her expectations of the students. She stated that since they were familiar with the equipment, she expected them to know what to do and that she expected minimal questions from the students. Therefore, when the students began to struggle, I think they were reluctant to ask for help from the teacher in case they were told off or spoken to negatively. Thus, when the students were able to turn to their peers for help, they became more focussed and willing to do the task. Seeing scaffolding among peers being used successfully has inspired me to use this technique in my own teaching practice in the hopes that it will keep my students engaged and focused on the task at hand. However, I will need to be wary of the evidence presented in the studies by Verenikina (2003) and Shabani, Khatib, & Ebadi (2010), because I will need to be aware of what scaffolding techniques are being used so that I can avoid risking giving some students too much help and have them turn into passive learners. I will also have to be mindful of the critiques I made in the literature, so I can maximise learning opportunities and give each of my students the right level of support that they require.  

The learning environment played an important role in supporting the scaffolding of learners, due to the way the students were seated. They were seated in pairs set out in a way that allowed lower ability and high ability pairs near each other so they can support each other’s learning. For this reason, the overall classroom environment supported students learning. In addition, since the students were supporting one another, they could get up and walk around the classroom, which I think also played a part in how engaged they became afterwards because they were not just sitting in one place for the entire lesson. The information from the literature on classroom environment got me thinking about when I have a classroom of my own. The evidence from Woolner, et al. (2012) suggests that students should have a say in what the classroom environment is like, in order to support and maximise their learning, in a way that they feel will benefit them. This implies that student voice is important to developing the best teaching and learning strategies to support the students in the classroom. Therefore, when I am teaching a class of my own, I will value their input for ways to improve the classroom environment that will best support their learning. Also, working online myself throughout the pandemic enhanced my personal understanding of the need for a positive learning environment, as it was not until I was without it that I realised how important it actually is. Consequently, I will strive to create the best learning environment possible to facilitate the learning of my students. I will be diving deeper into the research on these topics so I can implement them into my own practice as effectively as possible. 

Conclusion

To conclude, the role of critical reflection in teaching practice is integral to being an effective practitioner. Schön’s ideas of reflection in action and reflection on action are important to supporting learners and creating an environment that is focused on the learner and their needs. The critical incident that I identified can be linked to two out of the Four Purposes of the new curriculum in Wales, which further emphasises the need to use reflection to make sure I apply scaffolding and create a positive learning environment effectively. The critical incident highlights a few areas of research in education, including instructional and creating a positive and effective learning environment for the learners. The literature in these areas emphasises mainly positive but some negative aspects of implementing these in practice, but I will use it to inform my own teaching practice. Practicing reflection will be key to successfully applying scaffolding and scaffolding among peers, as well as creating a positive classroom environment by ensuring that I am always doing my best for my students and that they are benefiting and learning from these areas. Reflecting upon the critical incident and literature has informed ideas and practices I plan to use in my own classroom. Critical reflection is an important tool that should be used to fulfil the new Professional Standards for Teaching and Leadership in Wales. 
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Appendices 

Observation/Field notes

Record 1
	Date and time, year group: 23/9/21, year 7, first period 8:50am


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

This was a low ability year 7 Spanish class. It was the first lesson of the day. Teacher explained that they are so new to high school, they had not yet learnt the social queues and to not shout out or talk over each other. There was an ALN child with suspected autism with a TA who goes to his lessons with him. 





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

The teacher was doing a starter activity where she got the children to repeat some words back to her which they had learned the previous lesson. The teacher wanted to get the attention of the class so she started counting down from three in Spanish. The TA was still talking to the child with ALN whilst the teacher was counting down so he put his hand in her face to get her to stop talking. The teacher picked up on it and praised him for knowing that he had to be quiet and pay attention, so the child thought he had done a good. So, he went to give the TA a high five but she shut it down and said no. 




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

The teacher said the child is Portuguese and so he could pick up a lot of the Spanish so maybe he concentrated more in response to the familiar Spaish words as opposed to English. Had seen him in a different lesson and he seemed more engaged with this one. 

Could research ALN in mainstream schools or relationships with TA’s.



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

It was the first lesson of the day so some students were tired but the teacher was really enthusicastic so that woke them up a bit. A couple of students seemed to have a slower start to the day maybe because they were tired or hungry. 








Record 2
	Date and time, year group: 23/9/21 year 7 Spanish, first lesson 8:50am


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

This was a low ability year 7 Spanish class. It was the first lesson of the day. Teacher explained that they are so new to high school, they had not yet learnt the social queues and to not shout out or talk over each other. 





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

The teacher was teaching the children about pronunciation of Spanish letters and words, and she would say the letter or word have get the children to repeat it back to her. She got onto the letter ‘j’ which is pronounced like the letter ‘h’ in English. The example of the Spanish word she gave was jalapeño, so the children were enthusiastically practicing the pronunciation and one particular boy got quite excited and was shouting it and saying it in a silly voice. He took it a bit too far so the teacher told him off saying “that’s enough! You made a joke and we all laughed but you need to stop being silly now” and it worked because the boy was quieter and didn’t shout out for the rest of the lesson. 




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

This can be linked to behaviour management research.

The boy may have been genuinley excied or he could have just been trying to show off in front of his peers as the teacher had previously confirmed to him that his pronunciation was correct. 





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


It was the first lesson of the day so some students were tired but the teacher was really enthusicastic so that woke them up a bit. A couple of students seemed to have a slower start to the day maybe because they were tired or hungry. 






Record 3
	Date and time, year group: 23/9/21 third lesson 10:50am year 8 science practical


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

It was a mixed ability year 8 science lesson. It was their third lesson after break time.





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

The teacher explained to the students that they were having a practical lesson using equipment they had used the previous week.  The class was set to get on with it and draw a diagram in their books. A few of the students were struggling with the task and using the protractor to measure the angle of light. So, the teacher instructed them to go to the lead learners of the class for help and to see their work. As soon as she said that loads of kids rushed over to the lead learners and kept coming back to them for help throughout the rest of the lesson. 



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

Could consider peer to peer learning as the students were collaborating and helping one another. 

Students were in pairs and low ability were near more able students – scaffolding among peers.





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


It was third lesson straight after break time and the children took a while to settle initially. The direction were explicit but the teacher explained due to covid they haven’t done much practical work and so the students are not used to the equipment or the freedom to get on with a task like that.
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