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.
In this essay I aim to explore and evaluate critical incidents I have observed in my lesson observations. Utilizing Tripp’s critical incident methodology (2011), I will discuss the role of critical reflection in developing teaching practice, and the links to current policy and ideas surrounding reflection. I will then highlight the context of my observations following the BERA Ethical Guidelines for Educational Research (2018). Following this I will describe and evaluate the incidents as well as link back to some of the ideas raised in Donaldson’s four purposes of the curriculum, extracted from the influential document Successful Futures (2015). The main body of the essay will consist of a literature review in which I will explore ideas and concepts I believe are connected to the critical incidents. The essay will conclude with a personal reflection on what I have learned from this part of the course, the observation and my next steps as a student teacher. I will highlight the concept of a sophisticated teacher; this is a teacher who I have defined as one that meets the professional standards. A sophisticated teacher has refined and continues to refine their personal pedagogy through critical self-reflection. 

Reflection in Education
The role of critical reflection within the context of ITE (initial teacher education) is to encourage and create greater self-awareness for personal and professional development. In our first lecture for this module, we were asked to reflect on two things: the first was a reflection on the role of the PGCE. I noted, ‘the role of the PGCE is to equip me with the tools and knowledge I require to begin my journey as an educator’ (Raj, 2021). The second, enabled us to self-reflect on our aspirations for where we will be at the end of the PGCE. I wrote, ‘when I finish the course, I aim to be a confident and capable educator’ (Raj, 2021). These first reflections are emblematic of the critical reflection we are encouraged to participate in throughout our ITE. I will revisit and evaluate my first reflections at the end of the course when I hope to be proficient in my reflective abilities. 
One of the five core elements of the professional standards for school practitioners in Wales is professional learning (Welsh Government, no date). Professional learning is established through methods of growth, including reflection (Welsh Government, 2019). Across any sector professionalism is justified through systems of measurement. In their chapter on practitioners, professionalism and reflection, Brock (2015) argues the importance of reflection within the teaching profession, ‘It is through a continual process of reflection in and on knowledge and practice that your professional understanding will occur.’ (Brock, 2015, p.54). Reflection is therefore a fundamental component at all stages of one’s teaching career. Reflection as a concept, has been hypothesised by numerous theorists within the field of education. John Dewey’s theories on democracy and education suggest reflection is a scientific process, fundamental in developing education practice for democratic purposes (Dewey, 1938). Donald Schön advanced Dewey’s ideas on reflection, agreeing that reflection is fundamental to improving professional practice but arguing against Dewey’s scientific method (Aubrey and Riley, 2019). Reflection continues to be a concept that is theorised by academics and simultaneously utilised by practitioners. 
The Welsh curriculum is moving away from the key stage method of learning, towards learning through progression steps, which include achievement outcomes (Successful Futures, no date). This change encourages holistic learning and practice and consequently reflective practice. For students to progress, educators must rely on various forms of assessment of and for learning to evaluate achievement. This will naturally encourage reflective practice, greater than the previous method of learning which symbolises top-down, prescribed learning. Cornish and Jenkins state; an autonomous teacher that can reflect critically on their practice, is a sophisticated teacher (2012). By equipping student teachers with tools to critically reflect across a range of situations, Welsh Government it attempting to mould sophisticated teachers. Professor Graham Donaldson’s report Successful Futures, states within its chapter on pedagogy, ‘The implications for the formation and subsequent growth of teachers as reflective practitioners are considerable.’ (Donaldson, 2015, p.71). This statement, within its context as the document that formed the basis of the New Curriculum, establishes the importance of reflection for teachers in Wales.  

The school 
My observations took place in a city comprehensive for ages 11-18. The school is connected to a Christian church however attracts students from all religious backgrounds including those who are not religious. There is a separate unit at the school for students with autism and other ALD (additional learning needs) that caters specifically for students who the school decides would benefit from further support. The percentage of children on free school meals is below the national average, a factor that can be used to highlight the socio-economic background of the intake of students. During their last Estyn report in 2018, inspectors described the school as providing, ‘A culture of extremely high expectations [that] permeates all aspects of school life.’ (Estyn, 2018, p.2). Estyn judged the school to be excellent in all areas of inspection, making it a fantastic setting to observe professional practice at its best within a context of excellence. 
My Observation of a Critical Incident 
My observation of a critical incident took place in a year 8, mixed ability science class. The class was a double, covering lessons 3 and 4 of the day. We observed lesson 3 which took place after the morning break. The class entered confidently, notably more comfortable in their environment than the year 7 classes I had observed. They were excitable and chatting amongst themselves which could have been a result of the time of day -just after the break- or their general attitude towards school/this class. The lab-style classroom was designed in a ‘u’ shape with students seated on stools in pairs at their desks. This was great for visibility as I could see all the students in the class from my position by the whiteboard. After everyone was seated the class teacher began the lesson. It was a physics experiment involving equipment to teach the students about light reflection and manipulation. 
Following a short explanation involving a diagram drawn on the whiteboard, the teacher set the students on task. Students collected their equipment from the back of the room and worked in pairs to recreate the diagram. Some were confident in their ability to complete the task whilst others were visibly struggling. The class teacher approached me, reflectively declaring that the lesson was not going as planned. She explained that the students had used the exact same equipment in a similar experiment the week before but not everyone had sufficiently retained the knowledge, to be able to re-apply it. The teacher commanded the attention of the class; ‘Student A has recorded the experiment really well, for those who are struggling come and see their work.’. This initiated a rush of students to student A’s table, all of whom were trying to see what the teacher wanted from them. This prompted the class teacher to highlight to the class the lead learners, ‘If you are struggling your lead learners are X on the back table, Z and Y.’. This was a prime example of professional practice through innovation that is addressed in the Professional Standards for Teaching and Leadership (Welsh Government, 2019).
It was later explained that the lead learners are high achieving/more able students who others in the class can go to for help and guidance. By using lead learners, the teacher was promoting elements of the four purposes of the curriculum (Donaldson, 2015). The lead learners were demonstrating an ability to connect and apply a body of knowledge within a different context, a characteristic of ambitious, capable learners (Donaldson, 2015, p.29). Students had already encountered the equipment in a previous lesson however for a different experiment. The use of scaffolding techniques (building on previous knowledge), is an important part of the new curriculum which, as demonstrated in this class, allows students to re-apply their already existing knowledge to a different context. Lead learners were also good at communicating effectively and explaining what they were learning to the other students, another characteristic of an ambitious, capable learner. The lead learners also exhibited characteristics of enterprising, creative contributors another of Donaldson’s four purposes (2015, p.29).  When the class teacher announced that student X had a model diagram and members of the class rushed over to see. Student X effectively led those who were struggling by responsibly giving them his understanding and skills for their benefit. This was an excellent example of students sharing knowledge amongst themselves.  
Students who were approaching the lead learners for help were also demonstrating characteristics from Donaldson’s four purposes. As a result of taking responsibility in their role as learners, by being led by the lead learners, the other students were building up their body of knowledge. Resultingly the other students were presenting their ability to work towards becoming ambitious, capable learners. In approaching the lead learners for help, the students were identifying their need for help and grasping the opportunity to learn from their peers, another attribute of enterprising, creative contributors. All students in the class, including lead learners, therefore demonstrated multiple attributes of Donaldson’s four purposes (2015) during my observation.  

Literature Review
This literature review seeks to explore some of the concepts I have raised through my lesson observation. The first critical incident I aim to focus on is the professional self-reflection of the class teacher. The second critical incident I aim to explore is the use of lead learners in the classroom, a concept that was new to me but is a technique that the school employs across all year groups and classes, to embed Donaldson’s four purposes within their curriculum. I also aim to explore further literature on inclusive pedagogy as it is connected to the concept of collaboration on which the method of lead learners is based upon. 
Reflection
Professional self-reflection for the purposes of improving practice, was exemplified by the class teacher during my lesson observation when she approached me to declare that the lesson was not going as planned. This was a prime example of professional practice. Reflection is an important field within education and is discussed throughout Aubrey and Riley’s introductory textbook, Understanding and Using Educational Theories (2019). Karl Aubrey is an academic specialising in teacher education and has written extensively on the topic, Alison Riley is also an academic specialising in teacher education with a background of over sixteen years of primary teaching experience. They begin their contribution to the field of reflection with John Dewey’s learner-centred pedagogy. Dewey stressed the importance of teacher reflection, he believed in order to achieve democratic education the teacher must reflect, aiding them to guide the learner (Aubrey and Riley, 2019). Dewey’s ideas form the basis of many reflection epistemologies including Donald Schön’s. 
Schön’s research was not limited to the parameters of education, he theorised the natural and practical process of reflection in the workplace across different professional contexts (Comer, 2016). Schön’s epistemology of practice forms two interlinked theories; reflection-in-action and reflection-on-action. Both are based on what he refers to as tacit knowledge, defined as contextual knowledge that practitioners will accumulate (Aubrey and Riley, 2019). The class teacher demonstrated reflection-in-action by recognising that the learning taking place in her classroom was not going as planned, resultingly she introduced the concept of lead learners to intervene. This is a prime example of the vehicle of self-reflection that Schön describes, the ‘thinking on one’s feet’, (Aubrey and Riley, 2019, p.186) that only a professional practitioner is capable of. ‘He [the practitioner] carries out and experiment which serves to generate both a new understanding of the phenomena and change in the situation.’ (Schön, 1983, p.68).  Schön stresses the importance of following reflection-in-action with reflection-on-action, adding a further dimension to professional reflection. For the class teacher this may have been writing about the incident after class and reflecting on her use of lead learners as a response to the lesson not going as planned. This is sometimes described as double-loop learning (Aubrey and Riley, 2019). Reflection-on-action is an essential element of reflection for Schön however it is not always feasible for a teacher. Choosing exactly what to reflect on both in-action and on-action is what separates the student teacher from the sophisticated teacher, their wealth of experience and professional or tacit knowledge (Schön, 1983). 
David Kolb’s work on experiential learning and reflection can be likened to Schön’s double-loop learning. Kolb believed that learning was cyclical, comparable to Schön’s double-loop learning however Kolb’s learning cycle includes four elements as opposed to Schön’s two.  The four elements of Kolb’s learning cycle consist of learning modes which he believes the learner will demonstrate personal preference for (Kolb, 1984). The modes are concrete experience, reflective observation, abstract conceptualisation and active experiment (Aubrey and Riley, 2019). These four elements allow ‘…learners [to] move between modes of action, reflection, feeling and thinking.’ (Bergsteiner et al., 2010). The addition of feeling and thinking as part of the reflective process adds further dimension to the process of reflection for the practitioner. Kolb’s learning cycle was embodied by the class teacher during my observation. She gave the class their instructions and they set off on task, an example of concrete experience, she then reflectively observed the experience by realising some of the students needed help. Her abstract conceptualisation concluded that she needed to intervene, prompting the active experimentation, which was the introduction of lead learners.
Kolb’s work on the learning cycle fed into his ideas on learning styles which were more focused on the learner than the teacher. His learning cycle is however applicable to the teacher as previously stated; a student teacher is learning to be a sophisticated teacher, who is capable of selective critical reflection. Kolb’s theories lend themselves to criticism by encouraging the learner to label themselves as only capable of a particular learning style (Aubrey and Riley, 2019). This can lead practitioners to rely on some parts of the learning cycle more than others. Even an experienced educator may fall into a trap of relying too heavily on one mode of learning or one learning style. A sophisticated teacher will recognise this type of over-reliance, through critical self-reflection. 
Group Work and Lead Learners
The second critical incident I highlighted during my observation was the class teacher’s use of lead learners. This was a particularly interesting teaching technique, highly appropriate for the setting of a mixed ability class. The concept of lead learners is emblematic of Lev Vygotsky’s ideas on the zone of proximal development (Vygotsky, 1978). The zone of proximal development is the space between what the learner is capable of on their own and what they are capable of when guided by an adult or a more capable peer (Aubrey and Riley, 2019). Vygotsky was a developmental psychologist and his theory of the zone of proximal development is a pillar of developmental psychology that many have built on. Vygotsky’s concept of scaffolding requires an adult or a more capable peer, to lead a learner through their learning process. Within the context of the lesson I observed, the lead learners were students who had been labelled more capable peers and instructed to help the other learners.  
Vygotsky heavily influenced Jerome Bruner’s constructivist theories on discovery learning (Aubrey and Riley, 2019). Bruner took Vygotsky’s scaffolding concepts and applied an ideological lens; he was pushing social progress through constructivist concepts such as discovery learning. Bruner believed, ‘…The child will make what he learns his own, will fit his discovery into the interior world of culture that he creates for himself.’ (Bruner, no date, in Takaya, 2008, p.7). Discovery learning is a vehicle for students to construct meaning and understanding from knowledge that is scaffolded to them (Aubrey and Riley, 2019). For Bruner, scaffolding is the work the teacher does to present knowledge to students, the meaning making that takes place following scaffolding, is in the discovery learning the students engage in. This discovery learning was exemplified through the conversations between students in my observation lesson. The lead learners demonstrated sharing their knowledge with their peers to build on their already existing knowledge, thus fulfilling Donaldson’s curriculum purposes of creating ambitious capable learners and enterprising, creative contributors. 
Inclusive Pedagogy
In their study on inclusive pedagogy in Scotland, Florian and Black-Hawkins discuss inclusive pedagogy as ‘…extending what is generally available to everybody, as opposed to providing for all by differentiating for some.’ (2011, p. 813). This study highlights the move from the version of inclusive pedagogy which focuses on students with difference (for example additional learning needs) to a more holistic method of involving the entire class. They argue that previous approaches to inclusion seek to provide ‘…something ‘different from’ or additional to’ that which is ordinarily available.’ (Florian and Black-Hawkins, 2011, p.814). This is representative of the medical model of disability whereby difference, such as an additional learning need, is defined by its variation from ‘the norm’.  Florian and Black-Hawkins stress the importance of differentiating between inclusive pedagogy, practice and education, for the purpose of moving away from this model of inclusive pedagogy, that caters for those who are not ‘the norm’. 
The study was limited to eleven classes across two Scottish primary schools. The mixed methods approach employed by the researchers consisted of observations of classes covering children ages 3-12, teacher observations, interviews and informal discussions with school staff. The timing of the study and its locality is essential to note, it is an important indicator of social attitudes towards inclusive pedagogy and existing policy surrounding inclusion and additional learning needs. The third finding of the study is most relevant to this essay and my observation of a critical incident, 
‘...inclusive pedagogy is defined not in the choice of strategy but in its use… the inclusive pedagogical approach focuses on everybody in the community of the classroom.’ (2011, p.820). 
By focusing on the community of the classroom, a sophisticated and critically reflective teacher can create a climate of inclusion. The concept of lead learners, which I observed as a critical incident, is an example of the model of inclusive pedagogy described by Florian and Black-Hawkins, it is a demonstration of the collaborative peer-to-peer learning and meaning making that is discussed earlier in this essay. 

Reflection/Evaluation and Next Steps
I was excited to be observing a year 8 science class with a female physics teacher because I am interested in the advancement of women in STEM, particularly the encouragement of young girls in STEM settings. The impact of having a female role model in STEM from an early age is something I feel is particularly important for this field. John Dewey is also one of my favourite education philosophers, and he famously ‘…championed the child is an instinctive scientist.’ (Thomas, 2013, p.47). Dewey’s emphasis on experiential learning sparked my interest from the moment I read Experience and Education (1938). Being in this particular year 8 practical science class, was resultingly a fantastic experience for me which I felt that I gained significantly from. 
I was surprised when the class teacher approached me to declare that the lesson was not going as planned, as in my experience people generally don’t like to admit things are going wrong to themselves, let alone to a stranger. In doing this, the class teacher influenced me by expanding my understanding of what it really means to be a critically reflective practitioner, through demonstrating it. In that moment she exhibited what I understand to be sophisticated pedagogy that meets professional standards of teaching (Welsh Government, 2019). I aim to be self-reflective in my practice in the same way. Her ability to reflect-in-action is something I aspire to do, and I realise this will come with experience. 
I enjoyed exploring academic theories on reflection as it built on my already existing knowledge of how to self-reflect. I don’t think it is realistic to always be able to reflect-on and  in-action as Schön stresses (1983). However, throughout my ITE I will be keeping a reflective journal, the purpose of which is for reflection-on-action. I have learnt it is easy to slip into a trap of narrowing the personal parameters of how you believe you learn best (Kolb, 1984). By referring to methods of self-reflection, I hope to avoid this trap, without being too harsh on myself. 
A concept I did not get to explore enough in this essay was the role of emotions in reflection. This is in part because the early theorists I have explored such as Dewey and Schön were all writing in a particularly interesting time within the social and political context of America. The lack of reference to emotion and its role in reflection is interesting when contextualised in relation to the authors of these theories. The reasons they were writing, the thought process behind their ideas and the political and social climate they were confronted with would have made it difficult to include mentioning feelings and emotions in relation to academic theory. Kolb touches on feelings and emotions however not to the extent other theorists have been able to. If Dewey, Schön and Kolb had focused more on this area, it is possible that their theories may have received less attention than they did and still do. I aim to read further into the role of emotions and feelings in critical reflection and how they can impact practice. 
The concept of a lead learner exhibits inclusive pedagogy that creates a climate of inclusion. This version of inclusion promotes the social mobility model of disability as opposed to the medical model. I learned through Florian and Black-Hawkins 2011 that this method of thinking promotes difference as problematic, diagnosable and correctable. But inclusive pedagogy has moved away from these concepts of inclusion. I favour the holistic and collaborative approach to inclusive pedagogy; the concept of lead learners displays this in the ways Donaldson’s four purposes (2015) promote. I aim to employ this concept to create a climate of collaborative inclusion within my classroom. I will need to be wary of the possibility that in their efforts to lead each other, some students will need help learning how to lead and how to follow. These life skills can be introduced across the curriculum. For concepts such as lead learners to work as a method of collaboration, students will need the life skills of leading and following their peers. There are many ways in which I could encourage this skill. I think physical activities and particularly games/sports would be a prime vehicle to teach them. I have set myself the intention of promoting these skills through my personal pedagogy so that I too can create a climate of inclusion similar to the one I observed through my critical incidents.  

In this essay I have outlined the concept of critical reflection and its importance within the field of current Welsh curriculum. Following Tripp’s guidelines on critical incident theory (2011), I have outlined, explored and evaluated two critical incidents from my classroom observations. The first critical incident was the class teacher’s self-reflection which she verbalised to me. The second critical incident was the use of lead learners in the classroom as an in-action-response to the teacher’s reflection. I explored these critical incidents through two of Donaldson’s Four Purposes of the Curriculum (2015) and the concept of sophisticated pedagogy/practice which I define as a teacher who has mastered the professional standards for teaching a leadership (Welsh Government, 2019). Sophisticated teachers meet these standards by way of consistent and selective critical reflection, specifically critical self-reflection. 
The literature review aimed to evaluate three main themes which surfaced from my observations. These themes consisted of reflection, group work (through further analysis of the concept of lead learners) and inclusive pedagogy. I have explored how reflection is a widely researched concept within the field of education, by comparing theorists and ideas. I would have liked to explore further theorists however was limited in my word count. I analysed different reflection models and discussed their implementation in action. I discuss the collaborative nature of group work and how the concept of lead learners applies to Donaldson’s four purposes (2015) and how as a technique, employing lead learners in the classroom promotes sophisticated pedagogy. I attempted to conclude my literature review with a social critique of inclusive pedagogy. I explore the move from a medical diagnosis model of inclusion to a social model of inclusion with reference to Florian and Black-Hawkins’ research (2011). 
My concluding reflections and next steps are illustrative of the beginning of my journey towards becoming a critical reflective practitioner. I aspire to emulate the sophisticated teaching and pedagogy that I observed. Only through continuous critical reflection will I achieve this ambition. I will be able to revisit my beginning reflections, at the end of the course and conclude whether I have achieved them or not. 
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A critical evaluation and the identification of next teaching and learning steps 
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Donaldson’s four 


purposes 


of the curriculum, extracted from the influential document 


Successful Futures


 


(2015)


.


 


The main body of the essay will 


consist of a literature review in which I will explore ideas and 


c


oncepts 


I believe are connected to the critical incidents. The essay will conclude with a 


personal reflection on 


what I have learned from this part of the course, the observation


 


and my 


next steps as a student teacher. 


I 


will highlight the 


concept


 


of a sophisticated 


teacher;


 


this is a 


teacher who I have defined as one that meets the professional standards


. A sophisticated teacher 


has refined and continues to refine their personal 


pedagogy through critical self


-


reflection. 


 


 


Reflection in Education


 


The role of critical reflection within the context of ITE (initial teacher education) 


is to 


encourage and 


create greater self


-


awareness for personal and professional development. 


In our 


first lecture for this module


,


 


we were asked to reflect on


 


two things


:


 


t


he first was 


a 


reflect


ion


 


on


 


the 


role of the PGCE


.


 


I 


noted


,


 


‘


the 


role of the 


PGCE 


is


 


to 


equip me with the tools and 


knowledge I 


require


 


to begin my journey as an educator


’


 


(Raj, 2021


). 


The second


,


 


enabled


 


us 


to 


self


-


reflect on our


 


aspirations for where we will be at the end of the PGCE. I 


wrote,


 


‘


when I 


finish the 


course,


 


I aim to be a confident and capable educator


’


 


(Raj, 2021).


 


Th


ese first 


reflections are emblematic of the critical reflection we are encouraged to participate in 


t


hroughout our ITE


.


 


I will revisit 


and evaluate 


my first reflections


 


at the end of the course


 


when


 


I 


hope to 


be 


proficient 


in 


my reflective abilities. 


 


One of the 


five 


core elements of the professional stand


ards for school practitioners in 


Wales is


 


professional learning


 


(Welsh Government, no date)


. 


Professional learning is 


established 


through 


methods of growth


,


 


including reflection 


(Welsh Government


,


 


2019


)


. 


Across any sector 


professionalism is justified through systems of measurement. In their chapter on practitioners, 


professionalism and reflection, Brock (2015) argues the importance of reflection within the 


teaching profession, ‘It is through a continual pr


ocess of reflection in and on knowledge and 


practice that your professional understanding will occur.’ (Brock, 2015, p.54). Reflection is 


therefore a fundamental 


component


 


at 


all


 


stages of 


one’s


 


teaching career. 


Reflection


 


as a 


concept


,


 


has been 


hypothesised 


by numerous theorists within the field of education. 


John 


Dewey


’s theories on democracy and education sugges


t


 


reflection 


is


 


a scientific process


, 


fundamental in developing education practice for democratic purposes


 


(Dewey, 1938)


. 


Donald 


Schön


 


advanced


 


Dewey’s ideas on 


reflection


, agreeing that reflection is fundamental to


 


improving professional


 


practice


 


but arguing against 


Dewey’s 


scientific method


 


(Aubrey and 


Riley, 2019). 


Reflection 


continues to be 


a concept 


that is theorised by academics and 


simultaneously utilised by practitioners. 
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