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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 – Aim, focus and understanding of a critical incident.
The aim of this essay is to identify an observed critical incident within a classroom experience and to critique the significance of the incident and the impact that it can have on future teaching and learning.  A critical incident can be considered as something that is produced within a learning experience, but it is the professional judgement of the observer that attaches significance and meaning to it (Tripp, 2012).  The observer in this case considered a critical incident to be the levels of engagement within a classroom experience and the different teaching pedagogies or teaching methods that can be used to most effectively deal with a variety of individuals who differ in their approach, and how best to challenge them all to produce the most positive educational outcomes.  The process of critical reflection was developed by Dewey (1933) and added to by Schon (1983,1987) with the concept that through systematic inquiry continued professional development can take place which will improve learning conditions for pupils (cited in Farrell, 2012).
The observation was made in a Welsh medium school and notes were taken (Appendix A) before being written up in more detail (Appendix B).   The age range of pupils in the school was from three to nineteen years of age, but the observed class was a year eight mathematics lesson with mixed ability pupils.  In the latest Estyn (2017) report there were 631 pupils in total, eight per cent of which were free school meals (FSM), nine per cent were on the additional learning needs (ALN) register, both of which were lower than the current national average of 28.7% and 13.4% respectively (School’ census results, 2023).  Within this essay BERA (2018) guidelines will be followed and the school, staff and pupils will remain anonymous in accordance with standard educational research.  No other relevant information could be gathered before the observation.  Within the classroom the observer noted that there were different levels of engagement between pupils.  Two pupils who were sat at the front of the class were distracted and responded differently to the work set than the other pupils who mostly followed the classroom expectations.  It can be considered that the teacher followed a constructionism pedagogy by going over prior knowledge to ensure understanding before modelling examples on the board and asking and taking questions from the pupils which gave them the opportunity to build on prior knowledge following Piaget’s (1983, cited in Meadows, 2006) theory.  Scaffolding was also used and Vygotsky (1978) theory of the zone of proximal development will be discussed, as well as Kohlberg’s (1969) theory of moral reasoning will be considered (cited in Smith, Cowie, and Blades, 2003).  Also, the effective use of assessment for learning (AFL) strategies will be considered with particular attention paid to the research of Black and Wiliam (2004).
The critical incident that is being considered in this essay is the levels of engagement of two pupils and how they respond to the different teaching methods used to manage those levels of engagement. 




Literature review
This essay will consider some of the theories behind how and when people learn which impacts the teaching methods used.  Smith, Cowie, and Blades (2003) consider Piaget’s explanation of cognitive growth to be the most comprehensive account ever put forward.  Piaget (1971) research developed the idea that learning takes place through acquiring schemas in long term memory which are general principles for any given topic and can be considered to change through processes of accommodation or assimilation with the cognitive brain searching for equilibrium (cited in Meadows, 2006).  There is a wealth of research to support Piaget’s ideas that knowledge is constructed within by either adapting current ideas or developing new ones that can be built upon at a later date which is the basis of education, with implications for teachers, who Smith, Cowie and Blades (2003) believe should recognize that each child needs to construct knowledge for themselves and that active learning results in deeper understanding with an importance of creating the best conditions in which learning can take place.  It can be considered that creating positive learning conditions will help install in pupils the four purposes that have been incorporated into the Welsh Government (2023a) curriculum.   
An important consideration of the best conditions for pupils to learn to challenge them can be thought of in terms of what age they are or what stage of intellectual development they have achieved.  Piaget and Inhelder (1956) research suggested that there are four stages of intellectual development that children progress through, although the stages are the same for all, the age at which each is achieved may differ (cited in Smith, Cowie, and Blades, 2003).  The four stages are the sensori-motor stage, the pre-operational stage, the concrete operational stage, and the formal operational stage.  The most relevant stages to this assignment being the concrete operational stage that Piaget (1983) believed to last from ages seven to twelve, whereby the understanding of conservation of mass, length, weight, and volume, as well as beginning to take the perspective of others begins; and the formal operational stage where abstract reasoning begins at around age 12 (cited in Smith, Cowie, and Blades, 2003).  The implications of his research have contributed to school curricula and the timing of the introduction of different topics; however, some criticisms have aroused with Danner and Day (1977) suggesting that the period from 11-15 years signals the beginning of formal operational thought as opposed to its achievement based on their research (cited in Smith, Cowie, and Blades, 2003). 
It can be considered that moral reasoning has an impact on the choices that individuals make with regards to the behaviour that they display.  Kohlberg (1969) considered moral reasoning to be closely linked to cognitive development and stages that were achieved, with preconventional morality being thought of as relating to oneself without fully understanding or upholding societal rules (cited in Smith, Cowie, and Blades, 2003).  When considering pupil behaviour in a classroom if they have not developed the moral reasoning that would lead to compliance with class expectations then they may struggle to achieve their full potential.  Criticism has been aimed at Kohlberg’s theory for failing to distinguish between social rules and conventions, with Turiel (1998) more recent research offering the explanation that children’s thinking can be separated into domains of morality and social convention, with the later operating as behavioural norms that coordinate social interactions in social settings which can be negotiated and changed, and the former moral rules having a more intrinsic quality (cited in Smith, Cowie and Blades, 2003).   To place this in context of the classroom, a pupil’s morals are developed based on their upbringing with whom they have lived with, however it should be possible to teach pupils how to behave in a classroom to achieve their full academic potential with the use of effective strategies.
A widely researched theory of how people learn was developed by Vygotsky (1978) who suggested that development comes from learning and is created within a zone of proximal development (ZPD).  The ZPD is thought of as an area whereby one can build on preexisting knowledge with guidance from a more knowledgeable other to understand a topic further, which would in turn allow for more information to be acquired and the potential for more advanced information to be developed.  Bruner (1986) considered the idea of scaffolding to support learning whereby a more knowledgeable other would provide a wide range of activities such as modelling to assist the learner to achieve goals that would otherwise by beyond their achievement (cited in Smith, Cowie, and Blades, 2003).  The implications of this research for teaching methods highlights the need for teachers to be aware of the preexisting knowledge that the individual learners have, and what the learners’ capabilities are, to create tasks that are achievable with support for them to challenged effectively.  To gain knowledge of the pupils it is necessary for a teacher to gain information from different forms of assessment.
The AFL strategies are designed to gain feedback for the purpose of raising standards within the classroom through formative assessment (Black and Wiliam, 1998).  Black et al (2004) considers that AFL strategies used such as questioning, feedback, peer and self-assessment become formative when the evidence gained is used to adapt teaching methods to meet the learning needs of the pupils.  The research suggests that through effective strategies such as questioning pupils on their knowledge important information can be gained and professional judgements can then be made by the teacher as to whether alternative methods need to be used in order to improve learning; however, it is the effectiveness of these methods that can be considered to be vital with sufficient time given to answer questions, pupils selected at random in order to improve engagement and collaboration considered to improve standards.  Enabling improvement, listening to learners, creating sustained effort and resilience in learners are some of the teaching standards that require continued professional development by the Welsh government (2023b) to complete initial teacher education (ITE) training and can therefore be considered to be essential in becoming a qualified teacher.

Explanation of a case study

Pupils A and B are in year 8 and are therefore either 12 or 13 years old.  From the beginning of the lesson, they show a lack of engagement by talking to each other and not concentrating on the teacher’s explanation, which could be interpreted as a struggle to comprehend the topic.  When looking for an explanation for the lack of engagement shown, it could be considered through Piaget’s (1971) research with the theory that schemas are developed in long term memory through assimilation or accommodation and if the pupils had no prior knowledge of the topic, then they struggled to attach any new information to any prior knowledge (cited in Meadows, 2006).  However, another theory of Piaget (1970) work is that abstract reasoning begins around age 12 and a possible explanation for pupil A and B’s lack of engagement is that they are at an early stage of developing abstract thought which is required to comprehend the task set and therefore struggle to attempt it (cited in Meadows, 2006).  A pupil’s prior knowledge and current reasoning skills can be considered as important factors when considering when to begin a topic and how much support that they will need, although how the pupil approaches it will also need to be considered.
Pupils A and B show a lack of engagement during the lesson by placing their heads on the table, staring out the window, talking to each other, and to other pupils in the class whilst explanations are in progress.  This could be interpreted through Kohlberg’s (1969) theory that the pupils have failed to progress through a cognitive process of morality and understand what the societal classroom expectations are; or through Turiel’s (1998) theory that they lack in the social convention domain and therefore do not understand the behavioural norms expected of them (cited in Smith, Cowie, and Blades, 2003).  However, the teacher firstly addresses the off-task behaviour with a suggestion that one of the pupils move, which they do not wish to do so they are given the opportunity to stay where they are as long as they concentrate and engage with the task, which they begin to do, thus suggesting that they have an idea of the classroom expectations.  
Another incident happens in the classroom where a different pupil is discussing an answer to a question and pupils A and B are talking. The teacher stops the pupil explaining the answer and points out to the pupils that it is rude to be talking whilst others are, and that they are missing out on an opportunity to learn, thus encouraging them to be ethically informed citizens in line with the Welsh Governments (2023a) approach.  A hypothesis to this behaviour is Bandura’s (1977, 1988) social learning theory which would view the lack of engagement as the pupils believing that the task was too difficult for them to achieve and therefore try to avoid doing it, and by doing so setting themselves lower targets that do not create internal conflict (cited in Tollefson, 2000).  This could be considered as the pupils finding the task challenging and in turn would rather avoid it than challenge themselves, which if identified by the teacher can highlight areas to offer support.
Pupils A and B appear to struggle to stay focused on the initial explanation and therefore find the task set difficult, which leads to the teacher identifying that they do not appear to understand the stages that are required to successfully complete the task, so further explanations with the use of a mini whiteboard to break the task down into more simplified steps were deemed appropriate.  This approach is in line with Vygotsky’s (1978) theory that a ZPD exists in which a child can further their learning on from what they know with the use of scaffolding, which breaks down the task, thus making it easier to understand and gaining motivation as well as having a model answer so that the same principles can be applied to further questions.  This approach was successful with these pupils as it led to better engagement from them both and an increased understanding which resulted in pupil A having the confidence to answer a later question correctly when it had been put to the class, which they took great pleasure from.  This event came from the teacher’s use of questioning which Black et al, (2004) consider to be vital in improving standards and this informed them of the need for further explanations, leading to the development of the pupil’s confidence to participate, considered by the Welsh Government (2023b) as important in developing healthy, confident individuals.





Teaching and Learning Methods
The teacher used a variety of teaching and learning methods to address the lack of engagement from pupils A and B throughout the lesson.  At the beginning of the lesson the teacher worked through examples on the board, which according to Piaget’s (1971) theory, would either give pupils the opportunity to build on pre-existing knowledge that they may already have in the form of a schema in long term memory or develop a new schema that can be built upon in the future (cited in Meadows,2006).  A strength of this pedagogy is that it allows pupils to access prior memory of a topic which is beneficial to conceptual understanding and future learning, however, a limitation of this approach is that for pupils who have no previous knowledge on the topic it may become overwhelming and they may lose concentration or motivation, which if not addressed could have a negative impact on the progression of the pupil.  It can be considered that providing structured examples of work for pupils is good practice, and most classrooms will have pupils in who may have no prior knowledge of a topic, whether it is new to them, or they have missed some lessons, it is the identification that extra support is required that can be considered important to the progression of learning.
The use of AFL strategies to gain information on the current level of knowledge that the pupils have can be considered vital in knowing what support is required to have a positive impact on the progression of the pupils.  Black et al, (2004) considered that the use of randomly asking questions improved classroom engagement as pupils concentrated more because they did not know if they were going to be asked and therefore paid more attention.  This is also an opportunity to use the feedback to identify if a pupil or a group of pupils need further explanations to develop the logical reasoning and conceptual understanding that will allow for strategic competence to begin, which are all considered as principles of progression by the Welsh Government (2023c).  The literature supports the use of random questions to improve engagement in classrooms and has the benefit of identifying areas of weakness amongst pupils that can then be addressed with further structured support.
When an area that needs extra support is identified, to progress the use of scaffolding can be considered as instrumental.  The research on the ZPD by Voygotsky (1978) can be considered as describing what the role of a teacher is as a more knowledgeable other, in that helping to progress the learning of pupils by guiding them to build on pre-existing knowledge.  This work was built on further by Bruner (1986) who suggested that scaffolding can be used to break down tasks set to simplify them into achievable chunks, and that the modelling of correct answers can then be used to apply similar concepts to future questions based on the examples that pupils have (cited in Smith, Cowie, and Blades, 2003).  This approach can be considered to increase engagement as once a need has been identified, the scaffolding simplifies the original task, thus making it more achievable and increasing the belief that the pupil can use the same principles to answer further questions.  A strength of this approach is that it should help to reduce the social learning theory put forward by Bandura (1977, 1988) cited in Tollefson (2000) and therefore improve engagement by developing more confidence in themselves, which is also one of the four purposes of the Welsh Government (2023a) curriculum.
It can be considered as appropriate for a teacher to use a consistent and measured approach when challenging pupils who are lacking in engagement within a lesson.  The lack of engagement shown could be attributed to shortcomings in the development of morality as Kohlberg (1969) theory would support, or from a lack of understanding of classroom expectations or societal norms that Turiel (1998) research suggested that can be negotiated and changed (cited in Smith, Cowie, and Blades, 2003).  A consistent approach to addressing a lack of engagement from pupils in class would allow for the pupils to learn what the classroom expectations are, and in turn act accordingly thus having a positive impact of engagement which will help the pupil to progress.  This was the approach of the teacher in the observation, consistently addressing issues as they arouse and thus leading to better engagement from the pupils and a better understanding of classroom expectations leading to improved behaviour.

Discussion
The critical incident observed for this essay was the engagement levels for two year eight pupils in a mixed ability mathematics class.  The teacher began the class by checking for prior knowledge and gave examples on the board, which as discussed in the essay gave opportunities for the pupils to either assimilate or accommodate prior schemas in their long-term memory to increase their conceptual understanding of the topic in accordance with the research carried out by Piaget (1983, cited in Meadows, 2006).  As pupils A and B continued with their lack of engagement the teacher identified that extra support was necessary to progress by using the AFL technique of questioning which has been supported by the research of Black and Wiliam (2004).  The teacher then used scaffolding to break down the task into more achievable chunks that improved engagement and allowed pupils A and B to extend their knowledge in what Vygotsky (1978) described as their ZPD.  It has also been considered that there were differences in the moral reasoning of pupils in class with pupils A and B displaying a lack of awareness of the expected engagement required of them, with the teacher remaining consistent with their approach to the pupils which led to improved engagement and follows the concept of Turiel (1998) that social conventions can be taught.
When considering one’s own pedagogical choices the variety of teaching methods used by the teacher involved in the observation can be considered as effective and supported by research in the specific fields as well as following good principles of teaching (Rosenshine, 2010), and the four purposes of the Welsh curriculum (2023a).  It is considered that by giving the whole class clear examples of the work that they are required to do it allows them the opportunity to build on prior knowledge and is an effective method of teaching supported by the research of Piaget.  A lack of engagement from pupils at this point may be considered as signifying a lack of understanding or prior knowledge and requires the teacher to investigate further.  Research from Black and Wiliam (2004) supports the use of effective questioning to improve engagement and gain information on the current levels of pupil knowledge and can identify areas that need further explanation for the pupils to progress.  The use of questioning may identify misconceptions for individuals or the whole class, which in turn guides the teacher on what to do next, weather that be more detailed scaffolding given to the whole class or more specific guidance given to individuals.  As all pupils are individuals but are part of a larger class it can be considered that if they are not challenged within their own ZPD then their engagement may reduce.  If the engagement of pupils within a class is not at sufficient levels, then it will influence the progression of learning for all the pupils in the class and it is the teacher’s responsibility to set high but achievable classroom expectations in accordance with the Welsh Government (2023b) professional standards.  When considering the differences between pupils own beliefs of what is expected of them in a classroom and what the teacher expects, Turiel’s (1998) research supports the idea that morality and social convention are separate, therefore if pupils have lower expectations of engagement and behaviour than the teacher, it is still possible or even essential for the teacher to remain consistent and instil what they deem appropriate and acceptable in order for the pupils to raise their own standards. 

Conclusion and Recommendations
The critical incident in this essay was the engagement in learning of two pupils and it can be considered that the teaching methods and learning pedagogies that have been described are essential in maintaining pupil engagement.  The research supports the methods that were used, and they were shown to also align with good principles of teaching (Rosenshine, 2010), the four principles of the curriculum (Welsh government, 2023a) and the professional standards (Welsh Government, 2023b) that are required from teachers. 
The critical incident methodology can be insightful with regards to highlighting a potential issue, and then analysing what happened in detail before considering how impactful different theories of learning and child development can be.  The background, experience and pre-existing knowledge of pupils who make up a class are all different and the methods that may be effective for one may differ for another.  It is therefore essential that teachers are reflective in their practice to maintain the professional standards that are required to improve education for every pupil so that support can be given at the correct level, at the correct time, ensuring the progression of all pupils. 
Based on the findings of this essay, it can be recommended that giving examples of work to pupils gives them the opportunity to build on prior knowledge and allows them to engage in furthering their learning.  There can be different reasons for a lack of engagement in learning, it is therefore important that teachers are reflective in their practice to identify and address the potential reasons behind this.  It is considered that effective use of random questioning can improve engagement, as well as the potential to identify if further support is required, and if it is then the use of scaffolding can help pupils progress their learning.  If pupils are progressing, then it is more likely that their levels of engagement will increase as will their motivation.  Another recommendation based on the research is that even if pupils have a different moral outlook on behaviour and engagement it should be possible to teach them the social conventions required to progress their learning through a consistent approach.  The observer in this essay will attempt to engage all pupils in their classes with a blended approach of teaching methods, whilst being reflective of their own practice to ensure that if, and when issues arise, they are dealt with in a strategic manner that is supported by research.
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Appendix B

Date, Time, and Year Group:  Tuesday 3rd October from approximately 12-1pm with Year 8.
Where and When: The lesson was with a mainstream mixed ability Maths group, in the Maths and Numeracy AOLE, and it was the lesson before their lunchbreak.
What Happened:
The class entered the room and were asked to sit in the usual seating plan. Pupil’s A and B sat on the front row next to the window.  The Teacher then explained what would be happening during the lesson and began with checking for prior knowledge from the previous lesson.  Pupil’s A and B were talking, and the teacher prompted them with a question to check for understanding.  Assessment for Learning (AFL) strategies in the form of random questioning were used by the teacher to check all pupils conceptual understanding of the topic of the nth term.  The teacher went onto explain a more advanced example of the topic and at this point pupil B was staring out of the window.  The teacher prompted them to concentrate on the example as they would need it to complete the tasks set, which they did.  Following this, pupil A put his head on the desk.  The teacher then asked pupil A, a question which made them sit up.  Pupil A said that they did not know the answer and the teacher reassuringly told them that they could do it.  The teacher then explained the answer on the board whilst describing what she was doing out loud, thus giving pupils a scaffolding of how to work out the answer.  The teacher then asked the pupils what she should do next and paused, giving them time to think.  The teacher then accepted volunteer answers as to the next step in the process.
Following this an example question was given and the pupils were asked to complete their answers on the mini whiteboards.  Whilst the teacher was circling the room and checking that pupils understood the task, pupils A and B began chatting and were off topic.  The teacher then gave pupil A the choice of either moving seat or getting on with their work. The pupil chose the latter.  The teacher then asked the class to show her their mini whiteboards to check for conceptual understanding and strategic competence and selected a pupil C at random to explain their answer.  During this explanation pupils A and B began talking.  The teacher stopped pupil C’s explanation and told pupil A and B to listen as they were being rude, and they needed the information to carry out the task.  Pupil C then continued with the explanation. 
All pupils were then asked to complete another question from the board.  Whilst the class were doing this, she gave another example on a mini whiteboard to pupils A and B to assist their understanding as they appeared not to understand the basic concepts of the task.  Following this they then attempted to answer a question by themselves whilst the teacher circulated the room assisting others.  The teacher then went back to the front of the class and asked for pupils to hold up their whiteboards and asked for a volunteer to answer the first question.  Pupil A then enthusiastically shouted out the correct answer.  The teacher then selected other pupils at random to answer questions, asking approximately half of the class at least one question.
The teacher then asked the class to continue with questions that were on the board whilst sitting with pupil’s A and B ensuring that they were on task and following the correct examples that they had and applying the knowledge to new questions.  After a few minutes the teacher circulated the class again.  Pupil D then began talking across the class to pupils A and B.  When the teacher had finished explaining an example to a different group of pupils she asked pupils A, B and D to get back on task.  She then sat with pupils A and B and talked them through another question, giving them some positive feedback and encouragement.  The teacher was asked for assistance by pupil E, so they went to them. Pupils A and B then began staring out of the window and discussing something that was outside.  They did this for a minute or two and then got back on task on their own accord. 
The teacher then went back to the front of the class and went through the questions one at a time, asking other pupils who had not previously answered for their explanations as to how to answer and giving positive reinforcement to all pupils for their explanations.  The teacher then gave out a work sheet activity based on the topic that the class had been going over and gave them three minutes to pick a question that they wanted to do.  The teacher then summed up the lesson by going through a different example on the board and asking pupils at random what the next step was.  She also explained some common misconceptions along the way.  She then informed the pupils that the work sheet was to be completed for homework but said that they could complete some questions in the time remaining in the lesson.  The pupils at this point discussed the answers and how to complete the questions.

Areas of possible exploration:
. Engagement of the pupils in class
. Assessment for Learning (AFL) Questions
. Learning theories
. Scaffolding 
. Moral reasoning
Notes: Most of the class were engaged in learning throughout the lesson.  The atmosphere in the class was relaxed and the pupils seemed to be happy.  The pupils all seemed comfortable to answer questions in front of their peers and for help from the teacher if they needed it.  Pupils A and B needed to be kept on task at regular intervals but responded well to the teacher when she either explained something to them or when she politely asked them to stay on task.
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