Name: Sepal Zorab Habib
Student ID: 1900181
Module: Who am I teaching?
Module code: ECAD6007

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 the process of learning and teaching, reflecting on different critical incidents that occur in and outside of the classroom can be significantly important in developing self-learning and professional development as a teacher. It enables ‘teachers to be more aware of the nature of their professional values and associated problematics, to question their own practice, and to concretise their generally abstract notions of values such as social justice’ (Tripp, 2012, pp. 17-18). Tripp further explains critical incidents as a reflection on the teaching method with the aim to make improvements, develop professional judgment based on the incident observed, share best practices, and overcome challenges (Alharahsheh & Pius, 2018; Mohammed, 2016). In light of this, the purpose of this essay aims to discuss the critical incident observed in school X and critically evaluate, and identify the next teaching and learning steps based on the observation. 

Emphasis in this essay is placed on linking the critical incident observed to different learning theories and Donaldson’s Four Purposes within the Curriculum for Wales 2022. Firstly, the essay considers the meaning and significance of the critical incident. Following on this, the discussion then draws on the role of critical reflection in developing teaching practice. The essay will then explain where the observation took place and the class content and then link the critical incident to Donaldson’s Four Purposes. In order to gain more understanding of the critical incident observed, the event will be reviewed and evaluated in line with past and current literature on critical reflection in the classroom. Finally, this essay identifies the next steps in the form of an action plan for further development in a future and similar scenario as well as summarising the approach that has been taken. 
What is a critical incident? 

A critical incident is a theory that was developed by Tripp (1993) and is defined as “... an interpretation of the significance of an event. To take something as a critical incident is a value judgment we make, and the basis of that judgment is a significance we attach to the meaning of the incident” (Tripp, 2012, p. 8). This indicates that incidents seem to be ‘typical’ rather than ‘critical’ but are highlighted critical through analysis. Typically, they are associated with both negative and positive feelings and are also characterised by the need to highlight and develop further improvement (Alharahsheh & Pius, 2018). 


The role of critical reflection 

To begin it is important to know what is meant by critical reflection and why is it important for the student-teacher and how this is used within the educational environment. As pointed out critical reflection is known as more than just reflecting on an experience and that involves a ‘critique on the assumptions on which our beliefs and values have developed’ (Mezirow, 1990 cited in Hickson, 2011, p. 831). However, it seems to encompass even more than this in teaching practice and helps in developing teaching philosophy and strategy. It also ‘involves teachers learning about others and themselves through 'research' into their own practice’ (Walkington, et al., 2001, p. 346). Undoubtedly, following the critical incidents observed it seemed crucial to objectively analyse on them in order to explore and develop new theories of practice for future professional development (Hickson, 2011). What seems important to highlight is that critical incidents appeared to be an effective technique for teachers’ professional development and therefore must be at the heart of every teacher’s practice.  
Following the above discussion, it is important to draw attention to a model of reflection that will be used on the critical incident observed. Although there are different models of reflection, for the purpose of this assignment reference will be made to Gibbs’s Reflective Cycle (1988). Gibbs’s Reflective Cycle involves six distinctive stages, leading from a ‘description, feelings, evaluation, conclusion and action’ plan for the future (Ahmed, 2019, p. 483). These six stages guide the process of reflection and focus on learning from experience (Markkanen, et al., 2020, p. 49).
In the New Curriculum for Wales 2022, schools and teachers are expected to design their own curriculum. This is to create an ‘authentic and meaningful curriculum to engage and excite all learners’, alongside meeting their needs (Hwb, 2022, p. 14). This could be said to be only achieved through analysis, whereby teachers need to critically reflect on their pupils’ experiences as well as question their practice/every lesson taught in order to develop professional judgment on how practice can be improved or developed and overcome challenges. What also seems vital to consider is that critical reflection has played a significant part in the New Curriculum Reform in Wales, whereby the Welsh Government has ‘commissioned professor Graham Donaldson to conduct an extensive review of curriculum’ (Roberts & King, 2021, p. 636). In other words, to critically reflect on the curriculum is to identify its strengths and weaknesses and highlight areas for development, which resulted in developing the New Curriculum for Wales 2022.  
As pointed out reflective practice is ‘integral to our professional development’ (Hwb, 2022, p. 1) and therefore it is one of the statutory Strands in the Professional Standards for Teaching and Leadership. It comes under the Pedagogy professional standards and is highlighted as perfect opportunities for teachers or student-teachers ‘to reflect critically and candidly on current practice, and being open to others’ reflections on how practice can be improved or developed’ (Welsh Government, n.d., p. 1). This justifies the very reason why it is vital for student teachers to be reflective practitioners. 

Observation, school, and class context
 
Fundamental to research is ‘the confidential and anonymous treatment of participants’ data’ (BERA, 2018, p. 21), therefore, following the British Educational Research Association (BERA) 2018 the critical incidents observed will remain completely confidential and anonymous. Additionally, location, school, staff, and pupils observed will be maintained and not revealed throughout. 
The critical incidents observed took place in an English medium mixed-gender primary school in the west of Swansea. The school is very large and has 627 pupils on roll aged between three to eleven years (My Local School, 2021). This includes 120 part-time three and four-year-old pupils who attend the school’s nursery (Estyn, 2013). 627 pupils are currently organised into seventeen classes (Estyn, 2013). The school has identified that around nine per cent of pupils have Additional Learning Needs (ALN), which is lower than the national average. Additionally, there are ‘very few pupils have statements of special educational need’ (Estyn, 2013, p. 1). The school provides a full-time specialist teaching facility for up to nine pupils who have been highlighted as having moderate to severe learning difficulties. Thirty-one per cent of pupils speak English as an additional language, with 18 different languages spoken by pupils. However, there are no pupils who speak Welsh as a first language at home. There are also few asylum seekers pupils and ‘very few who are looked after by the local authority’ (Estyn, 2013, p. 1). My Local School (2021) report indicated that 13.4 per cent of pupils are entitled to free school meals, which is below the national average of 20 per cent. The latest Estyn Inspection reported that the school scored good for all categories and that pupils are very well motivated, and it is a very inclusive learning community. The school also scores particularly high in oracy and most importantly pupils with ALN receive effective support (Estyn, 2013).

Critical incident linked to the Donaldson’s Four Purposes

The critical incident observed dealt with child A showing particular anxiety in the mathematics lesson. Child A showed confusion and disengagement in the maths lesson and did not start on the task even when he/she was asked by the class teacher. The researcher observed this disengagement, therefore asked what the problem was, and the child stated that ‘maths is very hard, and I do not want to do the task’. Halfway through the lesson and after completing the first task, the class teacher introduced a differentiated task. The teacher explained to the class that there are three different levels of challenges, with each having an extension question at the end. The pupils were given choice to choose between easy, difficult, or intermediate levels of challenge. The researcher observed Child A choosing the easy task as he/she was more confident at that level and was able to complete the task. Analysis of this incident led to investigating the importance of differentiation in the classroom and studying mathematics anxiety in primary school age children as a means to gain foundation knowledge and understanding in both differentiation and mathematics anxiety and be able to support pupils as a primary school teacher (see appendix 1). 

The Donaldson’s purpose that could be linked to the critical incident observed is ‘Ambitious, Capable learners who set themselves high standards and seek and enjoy challenge’ (Donaldson, 2015, p. 29). This was obvious with the pupils who chose the difficult tasks in order to challenge and push themselves further and extend their learning. Additionally, being able to understand that many children may experience mathematics anxiety and give the support needed is essential. This would also provide pupils with opportunities to become ‘ambitious, capable learners who set themselves high standards and seek and enjoy challenge and are ready to learn throughout their lives’ without any barriers (Donaldson, 2015, p. 29). Furthermore, providing children with differentiated tasks can be linked to producing ‘healthy, confident individuals who are building their mental and emotional well-being by developing confidence, resilience and empathy’ (Donaldson, 2015, p. 29). This was observed with Child A who was able to participate by choosing the level of challenge that they were more confident with and met their ability level. It also enables them to develop ‘feelings of motivation, enthusiasm and control, which facilitate learning and possibly wellbeing’ (Watson, et al., 2012, p. 153). 


Literature review

Differentiation

Teachers in the classroom have a diverse set of pupils with wide academic abilities and achievement levels, this is not uncommon and therefore, the importance of differentiation in the classroom cannot be underestimated for children’s learning and attainment in education. Many scholars and theorists agree on the importance of differentiation in the children’s learning process and indeed differentiation is not a new concept. Theorists such as Lev Vygotsky, Howard Gardner, and Robert Sternberg all emphasised the importance of differentiation in pupils’ learning process. According to Vygotsky (1986) pupils ‘are more successful and motivated in schools if they learn in ways that are responsive to their readiness levels’ (quoted in Duffy, 2010, p. 154). Gardner’s theory of Multiple Intelligences ‘recognises that pupils are different in terms of their intelligences and talents and [therefore] implies that teaching should be adapted to best’ meet the pupils' needs (Roiha, 2014, p. 3). From these points of view, it is reasonable to state that every child is unique and learns in different ways, levels, and paces, therefore teaching should be differentiated and adapted to their individual needs. 

Differentiation within the classroom is defined as ‘A process to approach teaching and learning for students of different abilities in the same class. The intent is to 
maximise each student’s growth and individual success by meeting where he or she is … rather than expecting students to modify themselves for the curriculum’ (Hall, 2002, quoted in Welsh Government, 2015, p. 20). This includes acknowledging various pupils ‘backgrounds, readiness levels, languages, interests and learning profiles’ (Hall, 2002, cited in Subban, 2006, p. 940), in order to differentiate the learning effectively and allow pupils to learn in various different ways in accordance with their needs and abilities (Munro, 2012). Differentiation in other words, is based on the notion of avoiding ‘the one-size-fits-all’ lesson as it seems no longer to meet the needs of all pupils within the classroom environment (McBride, 2004, quoted in Subban, 2006). The critical incident observed support this point of view as it was observed the pupil become more engaged and completed the task when a differentiated task was provided, compared to the first part of the lesson when the pupil was not being able to complete the task. 

Currently, differentiation is one of the most topical areas in education, not only in the UK and Wales but also worldwide (Smale-Jacobse, et al., 2019). Researchers and policymakers demand teachers to use differentiated lessons and/or instructions in order to meet their learners’ diverse needs (Pozas, et al., 2020). This is in light of its effectiveness on children’s learning and educational outcomes. Differentiation leads pupils to ‘have a higher sense of self-efficacy, engagement, and passion’ for learning, this was highlighted in a study conducted by Hillier (2011, p. 50). In another research conducted by (McQuarrie & McRae, 2010) differentiated learning appeared to consistently bring positive results for pupils. What can be confidentially stated from these studies is that establishing differentiation challenges/task in the classroom is beneficial and can have a positive impact on pupils’ engagement, attainment, and achievement.

However, despite differentiation being explicitly highlighted important in meeting every individual’s needs, research indicates that teachers often avoid using differentiation strategies within the classroom due to different reasons. For instance, teachers often find it challenging to apply a differentiation strategy to their teaching (Ginja & Chen, 2020) and provide their pupils with differentiated learning activities that best fit their needs, and have a lack of self-beliefs (Dixon, et al., 2014). Therefore, infrequently differentiate their instruction in the classroom (Schleicher, 2016). A study conducted by Melesse (2015) with 232 primary school teachers in Ethiopia, revealed other factors that may play a part in teachers experiencing difficulties in differentiating tasks in the classroom and therefore, as a result, avoid using it. These could be summed up as a lack of ‘knowledge and experience, class size, time availability’ due to teachers having other commitments, and availability of materials (Melesse, 2015, p. 253). 

Furthermore, in a study with 322 Norwegian student teachers on their understanding of differentiation, Brevik, et al., (2018) emphasised that despite the student teachers having knowledge and understanding of the significance of differentiation in the classroom, they lack confidence in implementing it. This is said to be due to not receiving ‘adequate training on what differentiated teaching practice means’ (Darling-Hammond, 2010; Grossman, 2005, quoted in Brevik, et al., 2018). In light of this Brevik, et al., (2018, p. 34) suggested that ‘teacher education needs to pay more attention to helping student teachers effectively differentiate’. However, it is important to point out that this approach has become increasingly popular in Wales and that it is embedded in the Professional Standards for Teaching and Leadership (2017). Differentiation has been highlighted as one of the statutory strands under the pedagogy standard of professional standards for learning and leadership (Welsh Government, 2020). Meaning that in order to gain Qualified Teacher Status (QTS), every Newly Qualified Teachers (NQTs) in Wales must evidence that they meet all of the strands for teaching within the five standards. In terms of differentiation Newly Qualified Teachers as well as every teacher in Wales must be able to differentiate their planning and teaching in order to meet their learners’ individual needs. 


Mathematics Anxiety 

Mathematics skills are essential and have ‘a central role in children’s academic achievement and skills development’ (Sousa, et al., 2017, p. 204). It is highlighted as one of the most significant skills ‘in today’s informational age and is becoming as important for everyday life and employment as literacy’ (Devine, et al., 2018, p. 431). Therefore, difficulties in maths can contribute to serious problems in both short and long term. However, mathematics has always been highlighted as one of the most challenging and demanding subjects. This is ‘not only because of the complex skills required but also due to negative attitudes often associated with its learning’ (Mam-Marella, et al., 2019 cited in Donolato, et al., 2020, p. 255). These negative attitudes are described as mathematics anxiety. 

Mathematics anxiety is defined as ‘a feeling of tension and anxiety that interferes with the manipulation of numbers and the solving of mathematical problems in a wide variety of ordinary life and academic situations’ (Richardson & Suinn, 1972, cited in Mitchell & George, 2022, p. 1). It is associated with intellectual difficulties performing maths tasks, mainly because anxiety interferes with an individual ‘ability to hold and manipulate information in mind, but is predominantly an emotional problem’ (Ashcraft & Krause, 2007, cited in Carey, et al., 2019, p. 2). However, the nature of maths, the educational system, factors related to teachers, and fear of failure have also been highlighted as factors that contribute to mathematics anxiety in primary age children (O’Leary et al., 2017; Sun, 2009; Jackson& Leffingwell, 1999; Pantziara & Philippou, 2011 cited in Szczygiel & Pieronkiewicz, 2021). 

The concept of mathematics anxiety has been known for over 50 years (The Maths Anxiety Trust, 2018) and therefore there is considerable research in this area. However, it is important to consider that there are still gaps in research as most of the research has been conducted on adults, and only a few studies have considered and explored mathematics anxiety in primary age children (Luttenberger, et al., 2018). The reason for this could be summed up as researchers assumed children were not in a risk group of mathematics anxiety (Gunderson, et al., 2018). However, research has shown that a huge number of primary age children experience mathematics anxiety and are at great risk. For instance, in a recent study in England, Devine et al., (2018) investigated mathematics anxiety in 1,757 primary school age pupils (8 and 9 years) and secondary school children (12 and 13 years). They found that 11 per cent of the whole sample has been highlighted as having mathematics anxiety. Another study conducted by Witt (2012) among 55 pupils in year 5, in southwest of England, found that 47.8% of pupils experienced high mathematics anxiety. What could be confidentially stated is that this research has revealed that many children in the UK experience mathematics anxiety and that it is one of the biggest issues in current education. Therefore, it is not uncommon to have children experiencing mathematics anxiety and that child A is one of these children. 

The above discussion brings into question whether mathematics anxiety effect mathematics performance in primary age children. In response to this question, several studies have concluded that mathematics anxiety has a clear link to mathematics performance in children (Ashcraft & Faust, 1994; Carey et al., 2016; Foley et al., 2017; Hembree, 1990; Ho et al., 2000, cited in Mitchell & George, 2022). The link between mathematics anxiety and mathematics performance has been explained through the Deficit theory and Deleterious anxiety model (Carey, et al., 2015). The Deficit theory proposes that poor maths performance leads to increased maths anxiety (Carey, et al., 2015). This theory is supported by studies of children with Mathematical Learning Disabilities (MLDs) and Longitudinal studies (Carey, et al., 2015). For example, a study conducted in Germany with 140 MLDs children found that 32% of children experienced high or very high mathematics anxiety. The Debilitating Anxiety Model suggests that pupils with high mathematics anxiety are more likely to reduce mathematics performance in the future (Carey, et al., 2015). For example, according to Ashcraft, (2002a, cited in Witt, 2012) children with mathematics anxiety are more likely to go on underachieve in mathematics skills in comprehensive and give up studying mathematics or drop out as soon as possible (Browna, et al., 2008), and even take on their anxiety into their adulthood, which might limit their career opportunities involving qualitative skills (Cockroft, 1982; Smith, 2004 cited in Witt, 2012). This agrees with the point that ‘maths-anxious learners are less motivated to learn math, therefore they avoid maths learning and maths courses’ (Namkung et al., 2019; Zhang et al., 2029, cited in Szczygiel & Pieronkiewicz, 2022, p. 285). Therefore, it can be concluded it is essential to have ‘measures to counteract this development before [children] have developed entrenched attitudes about mathematics and their own mathematical ability’ (Newstead, 1998, quoted in Witt, 2012).  

With regard to measures to counteract mathematics anxiety in children, it can be said that there are different strategies that teachers can use. Firstly, teachers are suggested to relate mathematics to real life contexts (Blazer, 2011). In this way, pupils can see its importance and begin to think critically about it. Making mathematics enjoyable is also argued to be an effective technique to reduce mathematics anxiety in children (Cruikshank & Sheffield, 1992, cited in Zajda, 2010). Additionally, teachers are also suggested to differentiate their instructions in order to engage pupils and allow them to overcome mathematics anxiety (Cruikshank & Sheffield, 1992; Blazer, 2011). Using visual, auditory, reading/written, and kinaesthetic (VARK) models of learning are also highlighted to play a role in reducing mathematics anxiety and getting children to enjoy and engage in maths (Woodard, 2004; Curtain-Phillips, 2001, cited in Blazer, 2011). What can be concluded is that in this way a safer environment will be created where every individual’s need will be met, and they will be able to enjoy and engage effectively in maths lessons.


Reflection/ evaluation and next steps

“Every teacher needs to improve, not because they are not good enough, but because they can be even better” (Dylan William, cited in Quigley, 2016, p. 1). 

The above quote emphasises the importance of teachers seeking improvement and development, and what could be confidentially stated is that this could only be achieved through reflection. Therefore, as a future primary teacher, I will consistently reflect and review my practice in order to develop and increase new skills that are needed to support children’s learning and development. This is not because I am not good enough but because I could do better (Dylan William). In light of this, this section will be critically reflecting on the critical incident observed as well as the literature explored on differentiation in the classroom and mathematics anxiety in order to identify the next step in the form of an action plan for future professional development as a primary teacher, using Gibb’s Reflective Cycle. 

To begin, having researched differentiation and understanding its importance in the classroom without a doubt will help me in my further development as a primary school teacher as differentiation is considered significant and ‘effective practice in meeting the needs of all learners, whatever their different needs’ (Welsh Government, 2020, p. 3). Therefore, as a future primary teacher, I will consistently differentiate in my teaching and employ differentiated strategies to ensure that children are well engaged as ‘every child is unique and that all children are constantly learning and developing at different rates and in different ways’ (Murray, 2017, p. 2). Additionally, differentiation is said to lead pupils to have ‘a higher sense of self-efficacy, engagement, and passion’ (Hillier, 2011, p. 50). The sense of engagement, attainment, and accomplishment after providing differentiated tasks was observed with Child A in the critical incident observed. Being able to recognise its importance and try to differentiate my teaching now will make a significant influence in my future profession as a teacher and will allow me to take this practice forward effectively. As mentioned previously differentiation skill is a statutory and required skill under the Professional Standards for Teaching and Leadership.

Furthermore, through researching a number of studies on mathematics anxiety, it becomes apparent that it is one of the biggest issues in education and that a huge number of primary age children are affected by. It was also acknowledged to have a significant impact on children’s mathematics performance and underachievement in maths and lead to long term problems, leading pupils to become less motivated in learning mathematics, and avoid mathematics learning in the future (Namkung et al., 2019; Zhang et al., 2029, cited in Szczygiel & Pieronkiewicz, 2022). However, mathematics skills were highlighted vital, especially in today’s society and therefore different strategies were suggested to be implemented in the classroom in order for pupils to overcome their fear of maths and mathematics anxiety (Blazer, 2011; Woodard, 2004; Curtain-Phillips, 2001; Cruikshank & Sheffield, 1992). Based on this, as a future primary school teacher, I will implement some of the discussed strategies as part of my teaching. For example, I will be making mathematics lessons as much enjoyable as possible so that children do not find mathematics anxious and challenging (Cruikshank & Sheffield, 1992). I will also use differentiated tasks as well as the VARK model of learning to ensure that every child is included and that they can learn in accordance with their readiness and ability level (Woodard, 2004; Curtain-Phillips, 2001). Differentiated tasks were also proven beneficial for Child A, as he/she becomes engaged after the differentiated task was provided. Through continuous learning and reflecting I am hoping to become acknowledgeable in various difficulties faced by children and become a teacher ‘who’ understand the ‘why’ and the ‘how’ of teaching as well as the ‘what’ (Donaldson 2015, quoted in Teaching Tomorrow's Teachers, 2015, p. 7), in order to have the ability to support every individual’s needs and teach effectively. 


Conclusion

To conclude, this essay has considered the definition of critical incidents and discussed the importance of identifying and evaluating critical incidents for future professional development. The role of critical reflection as well as curriculum reform has also been discussed and found that critical reflection is essential for professional learning and development. The critical incident observed was discussed and linked to Donaldson’s Four Purposes within the Curriculum for Wales 2022. The two purposes that were linked to the critical incident were ‘ambitious, capable learners, who are ready to learn through their lives’ and ‘healthy, confident individuals who are ready to lead fulfilling lives as a valued member of society’ (Donaldson, 2015, p. 29). The essay has also explained where the observation took place, with great emphasis on confidentiality and anonymity. As a way to gain a deeper understanding of the critical incident observed two areas for potential research were considered, these were mathematics anxiety and differentiation. Mathematics anxiety appeared to affect a significant number of pupils in primary therefore ways of reducing it were discussed. The benefits of differentiated tasks or instructions along with challenges faced by teachers in this approach were discussed and explored within the literature review. In order to develop further personally and professionally next steps in the form of an action plan were discussed.  
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