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Introduction
This paper focuses on the importance of critical reflection within the teaching profession and how a successful evaluation of these reflections can support and identify areas for continual professional development. From an initial classroom observation experience, interpreting a teaching event as critical and deeper exploration into literature surrounding the context, the intention is to understand its meaning in the wider context of educational and learning theory surrounding the incident. The analysis of critical incidents and reflective practice as a tool to improve and establish effective teaching and learning methods will be explored and considered in depth. The intended outcome will lead to a structured personal critical reflection, the creation of responses to be considered for the incident and to identify future professional development plans and steps for my own teaching practice.

The role of critical reflection
Dewey (1933) recognised the importance of critical reflection and presented this as a process that enables teachers to continually monitor, assess and review their own practice and that this should be ‘active’ and ‘persistent’.  A critical and reflective approach can be thought to lead on to greater improvement of teaching and learning practice, meet standards of performance and create a culture of improvement within the sector. Furlong (2015) highlights in his report that critical reflection is a key aspect within the teaching profession. This could be utilised as a means to move towards the idea of development and placing deeper considerations to why we do it. Donaldson (2015) echoes these thoughts and places emphasis on the importance of generating a deeper understanding of the ‘why’ and ‘how’ in effective teaching practice. In addition, the Welsh Government (2017) identifies the importance of personal and professional learning through the use of reflective practice. The role of critical reflection could be recognised as a tool to create and allow for considerations and ultimately improvements within own teaching practice.

There are several different reflective models and approaches suggested to support effective, critical reflection. The concept of the ‘reflective practitioner’ put forth by Schön (1987, in Zwozdiak-Myers, P. 2012) is a further development of Dewey’s ideas relating to experience, reflection and evaluation. Schön (1987, in Zwozdiak-Myers, P. 2012) proposed two types of reflection as a method in which teachers could gain insight from experiences. ‘Reflection-on-action’ relates to considerations and analysis after an incident has taken place. This approach can potentially allow for in-depth reflection, research and analysis of the experience, as a greater amount of time can be spent exploring the ‘why’, ‘how’ and next steps for development. ‘Reflection-in-action’ is an approach where reflection and responses are considered as the incidents happen and we act immediately. This approach requires the practitioner to be able to take an instinctive approach and adapt on the spot. Therefore, it may be more a more accessable approach for those within the profession who already have a significant amount of practical experience and are confident with reflection methods.

Tripp (1993) developed a method known as ‘Critical incident analysis’ as a tool to further inform reflective practice. With this approach, the use of reflecting upon a teaching event or situation is deemed critical when we consider the deeper implications and wider contexts. A critical incident is how we interpret the significance, and it is through the use of this method that renders the incident ‘critical’ (Tripp, 1993). The term has been seen as a simple step to constructive self-reflection (Calderhead, 1989). However, the two stages and ‘diagnostic teaching cycle’ held within Tripp’s methodology aim to allow for consideration of any underlying issues and explore these in relation to applicable theories and research. Stage one explores the description of what happened and the creation of a critical incident. This follows with stage two where the ‘why?’ is explored and responses are established. Critical incident analysis creates a framework to explore our understanding of classroom events, reflect upon these critically and focus research to create a conscious link between an observed experience and academic theory. 

Critical reflection requires the ability to focus on an experience, explore our understanding of the experience and then lead to further development and progression (Cottrell, 2005). In contrast, Cottrell (2005) also presents a view that there are barriers involved in critical thinking that can impede on reflection and its effectiveness. Despite this, barriers could be lessened by developing a routine of reflection and using a method to support the deconstructing of experiences for enhanced understanding.

Observation - School & Class Context
BERA guidelines outline the responsibilities that must be adhered to when conducting any form of educational research. These guidelines provide best ethical practice and specify that the ‘confidentiality’ and ‘anonymity’ of those involved is respected and maintained (BERA, 2018). Therefore, all identifiable information in relation to the school, pupils and staff will be withheld and remain confidential.

The observation completed to identify potential critical incidents took place in an English medium, mixed comprehensive school based in the City and County of Swansea. This school has roughly 885 pupils enrolled, has pupils from the full ability range and all between the ages of 11 and 16 (Estyn, 2018). Eligibility for pupils to receive free school meals stands close to the national average of 16% and the percentage of pupils with additional learning needs currently sits above the national average at 25.9% (Estyn, 2018). GCSE and BTEC courses are available to pupils at key stage 4. The school also provides teaching for pupils with moderate to severe learning difficulties. This ‘is a fully inclusive school that supports its pupils well’ (Estyn, 2018).

The critical Incident
During this professional experience I observed ten different lessons over the course of two days within an English medium secondary school. All my observations were completed within the art department and the pupils ranged from year groups 7-11. Throughout both days I was able to highlight a number of different incidents that could be analysed further and after deeper consideration, I selected one incident (appendix 1) that I thought had great significance and although it initially appeared to be trivial, my interpretation of this incident has provoked a strong reaction and raised a number of questions. 

This incident took place during my second day of observations and was during the first lesson of the school day. There was a learning support assistant present and this was a year 8 mixed ability class working through this term’s topic theme of Day of the Dead. The lesson involved the start of a new piece of artwork and the outcome of the session was to have a pencil drawing of a skull prepared, this would then be developed upon in future lessons. As this way of working appeared to be new to most of the pupils the lesson was composed of a structured, teacher led demonstration and the pupils were required to follow and complete each step as the technique was modelled. Parts of the task involved the pupils using rulers to measure accurately from a pre-printed copy and transfer these measurements onto their own drawing paper to create a plan for points of the skull. A small portion of the learners managed this aspect of the task with ease while others initially needed more support. Two learners appeared to be struggling with the process more than others. The teacher approached the learners and broke the task down slightly while asking them questions about the measurements. This was achieved by the teacher positioning the ruler and then asking the pupils if they could read the measurements and then asking if they could divide the measurement and transfer that information on to their drawing paper. With some slight initial prompts from the teacher the learners were able to achieve this. Throughout the remainder of the task, learners were observed discussing the task with each other, sharing their own thoughts and how they had resolved any challenges they had met. The two learners who initially had the most difficulty with the task were also observed guiding other learners around them. For most of the learners within this class I was able to see their confidence grow throughout the hour-long lesson and they were eager to answer questions and show their completed drawings during the plenary section of the lesson. 

There are aspects of this incident that I believe hold great significance and require further exploration and research to developing my understanding. The first area I wish to gain deeper understanding has been highlighted by the teacher slightly breaking down the task while asking questions to prompt engagement and understanding. Secondly, I intend on exploring how the learners collaborated through the use of discussion to reach the intended outcome and improve own learning. Donaldson (2015) proposed the ‘Four Purposes’ that are fundamental to the New Curriculum for Wales. The purpose of “ambitious, capable learners” holds within the statements of “building up a body of knowledge and have the skills to connect and apply knowledge in different contexts” (Donaldson, 2015, p29). This statement correlates with areas of the critical incident observed and highlights the benefit of cross-curricular learning that was evidenced during the lesson.

Literature Review 
Constructivists believe that effective learning takes place when new knowledge is built upon and added to a learner’s prior knowledge or skills to enhance understanding (Pritchard, 2014). This approach aims to teach for deeper learning and understanding and concludes that to gain full understanding, learners need to play an active role to construct and develop this. As a result of this theory and approach, constructivists believe that learners are able to make sense of the world around them through exploration and interaction. Constructivist theory is positioned within cognitive science and considers the physical process that must take place for learning to be effective and clear understanding to be achieved (Caine & Caine, 1991).

Piaget’s theory of constructivist learning explores how knowledge can develop and grow, his research has been a key component within educational research and continued development (Gray & Macblain, 2012). His influential belief that children construct knowledge and understanding rather than receive it underpins the central themes within constructivist learning theories. Piaget (1953) rejected theories of the Behaviourist school approach expressing that rote and memory learning simply aided the repetition of ‘meaningless strings’ and ‘circus tricks’, he argued that this method of learning did not promote any form of deep understanding. This is also supported by Piaget’s views on the 

importance on experiences, reflecting on these experiences and how these are then shaped by a child’s biological and mental stage of development. Piaget’s research developed from him observing his own children initially and investigated their development within their natural environment (Halpenny & Petterson, 2014).  As a result, Piaget presented what he believed were the stages of cognitive development and these were dictated by the age of the child. Each stage was seen as a tool to observe intellectual growth and suggests what different types of learning occur from birth. Piaget’s theory emphasises that children must pass through each stage in turn, in addition, they cannot skip a stage or go back a stage (Gray & Macblain, 2012). Furthermore, Piaget highlighted substages that are situated within his four stages of cognitive development. The ‘Sensorimotor’ stage is what Piaget establishes as the first stage of cognitive development and this is positioned within the age range of 0-2 years (Pritchard, 2013). This stage explores how learning can take place for a child through touch and feel. Also, the development of experiences through natural reflexes displaying cognitive growth. Halpenny & Petterson (2014) state that Piaget’s “pre-operational stage”, which is explained as the age range 2-7 years, demonstrates the development of symbolic thought and where the child may explore objects and their uses more in-depth. The stage that Piaget considered to be developed between the ages of 7-11 years is titled the ‘Concrete Operational stage’. This stage determines that children should now have developed skills of logic and the ability to solve problems (Gray & Macblain, 2012). Piaget’s ‘Formal Operational Stage’ is what he considered to be the highest level of thinking and is thought to be reached from approximately 11+ years old. Piaget (1969) defines this stage as the progression to abstract thinking and the child’s ability to evaluate hypothetical situations. Although some of Piaget’s theories on cognitive stages may have some merit when exploring learning and pedagogy by implementing the notion of stages, considerations may need to be made if adhering to his prescribed ages for each stage. Criticisms relating to the exactness of an age to each stage have been well documented and indicate that although a child may in fact pass through each of these stages of cognitive development, it is not a foregone conclusion that they will do this at a particular age (Pritchard, 2013). Piaget’s theories also don’t take into consideration the effects of external stimuli, a child’s social environment or interactions, referring to the child as a ‘lone scientist’ when examining the process of cognitive development (Smidt, 2009). This area of thought seems to place itself in direct contrast to the theories with one of Piaget’s contemporaries, Vygotsky and a subset of constructivism, social constructivism theory.

Social constructivism theory shares a number of similarities to the thoughts at the centre of constructivism, these are positioned within the notions of the construction of learning by building on prior knowledge to develop full understanding. Despite this, socio constructivists disagree with Piaget’s theory of the child being a lone scientist and that learning is primarily an internal process rather than enhanced through the contribution of external stimuli (Daniels, 2008). Fundamentally, the underpinning thoughts within social constructivism centre around the relationships with others, social interaction and the language shared. Similar to Piaget, Vygotsky focused his research the process of learning and advancing understanding in children (Tudge, 1992). Both were of the opinion that children do not just take the role of a passive listener to learn productively but instead play a significantly active role in the construction of their knowledge. However, Vygotsky’s views held a strong contrast with that of Piaget when he defined his judgements and theories on the importance of social interaction in relation to cognitive development. Vygotsky (1978) maintained the opinion that the process of learning forms over two different levels, first and most importantly, a social level and secondly on an individual level.  This social level encompasses the effect of all interactions that occur throughout a child’s life and places an emphasis on the essential value of the language and environment shared with parental figures, influential adults and peers. Tudge (1992) states that the examination of the social context of which children develop is vital. As it can be considered that these interactions are pivotal to the construction of knowledge, the role of another person becomes essential. Children continually gain skills, can enhance and develop their own understanding by listening and responding to others (Tudge & Winterhoff, 1993). Vygotsky acknowledged throughout his work that even at the same age, no two learners are the same and have varying levels of potential (Gray & Macblain, 2012). This view could illustrate that there are both internal and external factors that may limit a child’s ability, such as environmental or social issues. 

Vygotsky’s widely explored theory of the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) explores what a child has the ability to understand with support from collaboration with others. “The aim of this collaborated interaction is to lift the learner to become a head taller” (Vygotsky, 1978, p102). This describes the next level of understanding that an individual child has the potential to reach given the appropriate support from a teacher figure or peer. The aim then being that once a child has understood the next level, this then becomes the baseline for further steps to be taken to enhance learning and understanding. It is thought that there are two levels to the ZPD that need to be established, the baseline which represents what the individual already knows and can achieve independently without any support. The other level represents what the learner or child may potentially accomplish with support from a more knowledgeable peer or other (Gray & Macblain, 2012). Chailkin (2003) highlights the importance of the adult, teacher or more capable person and the pivotal role played when teaching within the ZPD and states that the ZPD should be considered dynamic and changes occur depending on environment, social situations and the individual child. Therefore, when considering the effectiveness of the ZPD, the child becomes reliant on the teacher, peer or other to further develop their understanding and learning. There are some criticisms regarding the modern interpretation of Vygotsky’s ZPD theory. Tudge (1992) indicates that although the ZPD is extensively referenced in modern literature, it only appears in a small number of Vygotsky’s papers. Chailkin (2003) examines the implications that occur when misinterpreting the use of the ZPD concept and states that it is only development if effective assessment is used. As a result, distorted interpretations of the ZPD through lack of development assessment can decrease the desired result. 

Smidt (2009) explores the effectiveness of the ZPD when combined with a scaffolding technique for learners to achieve development and suggests that this gives the greatest chance to accomplish a goal and succeed in what would have not been possible without assistance. Hence, once the understanding has taken place through the use of scaffolding and whilst in the ZPD, new challenges and tasks should be identified to enhance and further develop the learner. Wood, Bruner & Ross (1976) defined the term scaffolding and used this as a way of describing the support provided by an adult to a child. Varying levels of support would need to be tailored to each individual child whilst facilitating progression within the ZPD. This scaffolding would then be decreased once understanding has taken place and the child is able to achieve independently. With reference to Vygotsky’s two levels of the ZPD mentioned earlier, it can be seen that through the use of scaffolding, this has brought the new learning to the baseline level, leaving capacity within the ZPD for further and continual development. It could be argued that Vygotsky’s ZPD and the developments made contain fundamental elements that enhance opportunities for cognitive development.

Reflection/evaluation & next steps
During the observation experience a number of incidents occurred, three of these I chose to explore and analyse further before selecting what I interpreted as the most significant for my developing teaching practice and subject specialism. The observation records (appendix 1,2 & 3) were used a template to aid the documentation of detail of the classroom environment, reflect upon what had happened and then begin to consider any underpinning theories that could expose any considerations that I would make in the classroom.
Appendix 1 shows the details of the incident that I believed held the most weight and benefit for my own teaching practice. I could see how something that at first may appear trivial, had a substantial impact on the learners in the classroom in a considerably short space of time. The positive impact was seen in most learners, including those who may lack confidence and prefer to seek advice and initiate interaction from their peers. What may have appeared to be a simple act of talking, breaking tasks down and allowing conversations to flow has led to my own reflection, focused research and the ability to create purposeful links between a classroom experience and educational theory literature.

Critical reflection has played a vital role in beginning to understand the approaches at the core of my observed critical incident. Whilst reflecting upon the incident I considered Tripp’s (1993) method of analysis through the two stages of the “what’ and “why” and the use of the diagnostic teaching cycle to allow for initial analysis, deeper understanding and then planning a response. The “what” aspect of the incident (appendix 1) describes a situation where learners were struggling to complete areas of a task independently and how this was overcome through the use of interaction, language and scaffolding from both a teacher and amongst peers. This area of the task might not be considered a traditional area within my subject specialism of Art but has links with other areas of the curriculum, this area of cross-curricular skills also sits within the advancing learning through pedagogy section within the Professional Teaching Standards. It is for this reason that I chose to explore the constructivist learning theory and how this supports the development of understanding and the building of knowledge. This research then prompted the analysis of further key ideas within the social constructivist school of thought to explore thoughts around the importance of interaction and language. Scaffolding of the task from the teacher whilst the learner was in the ZPD also contributed to the high success of this particular class. The “plan” stage of the diagnostic teaching cycle allows me to consider what next steps I would take within my own practice as a response to this reflection and incident. 

From my reflections I have identified that the next steps I would wish to take are to enhance my knowledge and skills around pedagogy, allowing for creative lesson planning to deliver and embed cross-curricular approaches in a purposeful and effective way. I plan on exploring practical scaffolding tools and differentiation whilst developing my own teaching and learning resources, the aim of this is to support learners to move to an area where tasks can be completed independently, and new knowledge is connected to prior knowledge to create a deeper understanding. Another area I would like to develop is to collaborate with teaching staff of other subject areas within my placement school to inform conscious and positive links with cross-curricular topics and themes. Through the use and continual development of these approaches I hope to create a dynamic professional teaching practice with the aim of continuous progression.

Conclusion
The aim of this paper was to explore the importance and use of reflective practice alongside an observed critical incident to develop further understanding and explore potential next steps to develop own teaching practice. The observation of a real-life classroom environment has allowed for a view of authentic teaching experiences that take place. The structured reflection of these experiences played a pivotal role in the understanding of key learning theories, through the use of evaluating the appropriate literature and analysing the core concepts within constructivist and social constructivist learning theories. The critical analysis of this literature has informed and became the foundation for the next steps I wish to take to aid professional development. The implementation of these plans and responses should provide the opportunity to consider and aim to meet the Professional Teaching Standards of: Pedagogy – refining teaching through differentiation, Advancing learning through exploiting subject disciplines in areas of learning, Progression in learning and cross-curricular themes. Collaboration through seeking advice and support and working with in-school colleagues. Innovation through developing new techniques (Welsh Government, 2017). With this in mind, it could be said that there are clear advantages to establishing routines for structured reflection and this would ultimately have a substantial benefit to personal and professional development.
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Appendices
Appendix 1
	Date and time, year group:
23/09/21 Lesson 1 (9am-10am) Year 8

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

Year 8 Art class and the topic was day of the dead.
This was a structured teacher led lesson where learners were required to follow step by step instructions on a new technique. Skull drawings from photograph.

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

Parts of the task involved learners using rulers to measure accurately and then transfer these measurements onto their sketching paper. Some learners managed this with ease, but others initially required support from the staff and their peers. Learners were observed discussing and supporting each other with the task. 
As the lesson progressed the learners visibly gained confidence in this aspect of the task. 
Further numeracy skills were embedded when learners were asked to halve measurements and explore symmetry with their drawings.

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

Challenges of embedding core skills (literacy, numeracy and digital competence) within creative subjects and ensuring it is purposeful to subject and not just a box ticking exercise. Part of the 12 pedagogical principles of the curriculum for Wales.
Integrating subjects to help further learning and provides an opportunity for learners to develop these skills.
Covid and the impact on these skills.
Rosenshine and instruction.
Vygotsky and the zone of proximal development. Seating plans that support this and consider the idea of the ‘more knowledgeable other’.
The physical process of learning. Creating these connections between existing knowledge and the learning taking place in this task. Constructivism.
Creative planning to include and reinforce cross curricular skills.


	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)

During a conversation with the teacher after the lesson she explained how she tries to reinforce key skills within her lessons. I observed this again in a year 9 lesson where learners were tasked with writing artist/artwork analysis pieces. This involved the learner using descriptive language to reflect upon the artwork. She also pointed out the relation to current literacy skills and the covid pandemic.

Professional standards:
Collaboration, Seeking advice and support.
Innovation, Offering expertise.
Pedagogy- cross curricular themes and reflecting on learning.




Appendix 2

	Date and time, year group: 
22/09/21 Lesson 3 (11:20-12:20) Year 7

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

Year 7 art class with a mixed ability group and two teaching assistants present.
Topic – Aboriginal Art.


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

Towards the end of the lesson. I observed the learners begin talking amongst themselves, the noise level raised, and they were no longer engaged in the task the teacher had set.
 The teacher quickly noticed this, stood at the front of the class and in a slightly raised voice said “3...2...1 pencils down”. Most of the learners quickly put their pencils down, looked up and were ready to listen. A couple of learners needed to be told a second time but were then engaged. 
The teacher then reminded them of the task and that she expected it to be completed during this lesson. All the learners then continued to engage in the task.



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

This technique appeared to work well for this group.

Behaviourism, Skinner and conditioning. 
How did this technique work with the learners to start? Were they informed of expectations around this command at the start of the year? Is it something that has been used within their primary setting? (This was a year 7 class so had only been in this school for a few weeks).
Does this technique have most impact if it is part of a whole school approach to behaviour management?

Assertive discipline (Lee & Marlene Canter) – teacher takes control approach.



	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)

I observed this technique on several occasions and by two different teachers during both bridging days.
Lesson was after break and included a mixed ability group.

Professional standards:
Pedagogy – Managing the classroom environment.






Appendix 3
	Date and time, year group:
22/09/21 2pm-3pm Year 9

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

Year 9 Art class. A large, busy mixed ability group. Just after lunch and the last lesson of the day.
Topic – Sculpture (sweets) (Sarah Graham

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

End of the lesson, the learners had packed away and were standing behind their chairs. The teacher announced that she was going to ask some questions about the current topic and the learners were told that if they got the question correct, they could stand by the door ready for the bell to sound. I observed the teacher asking questions from today’s lesson and previous lessons. Learners became really engaged and excitedly raised their hands to answer the questions. If the answers were a lacking, the teacher encouraged the learner to keep going and add their own reflections. All learners appeared to respond well and engaged fully.

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

Constructivism and the physical process of learning – Asking questions that required information covered in this and other lessons. Linking these concepts together to create understanding. 
Bruner – discovery theory (where learners were asked to reflect). Assessing if the learner has understood and taken in the information.
Vygotsky and the ZPD. Hearing answers from their peers. Would this further embed information and increase learners understanding?

Behaviourism –positive reinforcement and seeking rewards.
Behaviour management. Thinking of creative ways to engage the learner whilst ensuring a positive classroom environment.

Assessment for learning & Rosenshines principles of effective instruction. 
Does this type of questioning further understanding and learning? Would it work in classrooms where learners are not confident enough to offer their answers or would seeing their peers actively participating encourage them too?


	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)

Last lesson of the day
A busy, Year 9 mixed ability group. The lesson began with a short starter. Then had some independent drawing tasks where the teacher moved around the class offering feedback before ending with the question and answer session.

Professional standards:
Pedagogy – Assessment, progression in learning and reflection on learning.
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