Critical incident first draft

Introduction

 The aim of this essay is to evaluate the next teaching and learning steps for an educational practitioner. These steps were identified based on a critical incident observed in a case study of a group of learners. The critical incident pertains to a group of learners who were given a task based on dialogic social interaction. Throughout the essay… 

Tripp’s conception of a critical incident renders a seemingly benign situation ‘significant’ through deep introspection into its underlying causes (Tripp, 2011 pg.8). How one interprets a critical incident provides the backdrop for educators to refine their pedagogical practices. It is thus important when reflecting upon critical incidents that our reflection engages in “critique of ourselves and our professional values” otherwise we risk “simply reinforc[ing] existing patterns and tendencies” (Tripp, 2011 p.12). 

Critical incidents therefore invite educational practitioners to rethink their views, and practices in entirely new ways by revealing inconsistencies, or room for improvement in everyday situations in the classroom. Tripp (2011,p.14) labels these inconsistencies within the professional values of educators as “problematics”. Problematics can be interpreted as the subconscious structured practices that underpin certain behaviours in the classroom. It thus follows that a critical incident is underpinned by a ‘problematic’, and the purpose of critical incident analysis is to reveal the ‘problematic’ behind pedagogical practices that do not achieve their intended aims.

The critical incident observed revolved around an English teacher who was teaching a year 9 class in English literature. Specifically, Shakespearean plays. The teacher used a method known as social dialogic interaction. Put simply, this involved the learners pairing up and performing lines from Shakespeare to each other. The aim here was to generate an engaging environment for the learners. The line the teacher chose was one with an angry tone, which once performed resulted in class chaos. The attempt thus failed in its original purpose. 

Literature review

The works of Vygotsky underpin social constructivism (SC). In tune with constructivism (reference), the active construction of knowledge by learners is an essential concept within SC. In contrast to constructivism, however, SC theorists argue that knowledge construction is a predominantly social task involving interaction between peers and educators. Specifically, Vygotsky (Werstch, 1985 referencing Vygotsky 1981, p.163) argued that “logical memory, and formation of concepts” amongst other “higher functions” are in the first instance underpinned by social factors. 

It is through learners’ experiences with others that they first begin to derive knowledge for themselves. This process, whereby “certain aspects that had been performed on an external plane come to be executed on an internal plane”, is known as “internalisation” (Wertsch, 1985, p.61) Fundamental to the SC conception of internalisation is the idea that the absorption of information in the external plane is primarily a social process (Wersch, 1985, p.62 referencing Vygotsky, 1981 p.162). This has significant implications for the methods educators may choose to deploy within the classroom. 

For example, the role of the educator becomes that of the more knowledgeable other (MKO) who assists learners within their zone of proximal development (ZPD).  Firstly, the ZPD was developed by Vygotsky (1934, 1978) to refer to the functions which learners are in the process of being able to do, but which they cannot quite do without the help of someone who is more able. It is the presence of an MKO and the social interaction between the learner and MKO that provides the basis for the internalisation of knowledge that was previously unattainable to the learner (Abtahi, Graven and Lerman, 2017, p.277). 

The role of the educator then becomes that of the MKO. An MKO can be defined as someone who has a superior comprehension of a task, who then uses this ability to assist learners (McLeod, 2023). The importance of the MKO is further supported by Rogoff (1990, p.26) who argues that learning would not be realizable “without human efforts […] without models provided by other people” who are there to assist in the learning process. The MKO then performs a fundamental role in providing learners with the appropriate guidance needed to conquer the tasks within their ZPD. 

Of great importance to the essay is the question of how the MKO can guide learners and mediate development and learning. One particular method is through scaffolding. Scaffolding in the educational sense refers to the addition of enough guidance, by an MKO, to enable the learner to solve the task at hand. Bliss, Askew and Macrae (1996, p.41) state that there are three significant components to scaffolding. These are “modelling, contingency management and feedback”. Modelling is of special importance to the critical incident as one area of reflection will be upon the teacher’s failure to effectively model how to complete the task that the learners were directed to do. Modelling refers to the practice where an MKO takes it upon themselves to complete a task in conjunction with learners’ attention. By effectively demonstrating how a task is completed, the aim is to generate the understanding required for learners to then imitate and develop the skills themselves. 

Wood, Bruner and Ross (1976) explain how the scaffolding process works in practice. They state that scaffolding is comparable to general problem-solving, in the sense that the “mastery of lower-order concepts is an essential condition to mastery of higher-order concepts” (Wood, Bruner and Ross, 1976, p.89). In other words, scaffolding revolves around the “combining of the set of component acts necessary to achieve a particular end” (Wood et al, 1976, p.90). In the classroom, with a MKO present, scaffolding becomes a social context, whereby the MKO “controls the elements of the task that are initially outside the learner’s capacity” allowing the learner to focus on those parts which they can complete (Wood et al, 1976, p.90). 

In line with its metaphorical meaning, learners like buildings, are meant to stand tall and confident after the scaffolding has been removed. This is because one of the intentions of scaffolding is that learners “internalise” their new understandings (Hammond, 2001, p.15). As Adam (2006, p.244) explains learning, in the view of a social constructivist, “occurs in the mind”. Therefore, action in and of itself is not an indicator of what a student has learned. Rather it is a “surface manifestation of possible underlying competencies” (Adam, 2006, p.244). Internalisation then is key for social constructivists, as once internalisation occurs then something has been learned. 

This relates to the concept of metacognition. Swiderek (1996, p.418) refers to it as “thinking about your thinking”. Whilst Martinez (2006, p.696) argues for a narrower definition - “the monitoring and control of thought”. Expanding this Martinez (2006, p.696) introduces three constituent parts to the metacognitive process - “metamemory and meta-comprehension, problem-solving, and critical thinking”. Metamemory and meta-comprehension are the internal insights learners have on what they remember and can comprehend. For example, students with poor metamemory and meta-comprehension may aimlessly scour a textbook not even realising that they cannot make sense of it (Martinez, 2006, p.697). Next, problem-solving in Martinez’s (2006, p.697) words, refers to the actions we take in “the pursuit of a goal when the path to that goal is uncertain”. Finally, critical thinking is the process of rigorously evaluating the validity of information that learners are introduced to. Put simply, metacognition refers to the process of the regulation of self-learning.  Ultimately, social constructivism views the role of the MKO as providing the modelling and scaffolding required for learners to eventually acquire metacognition.

	Moving on, social dialogic interaction, otherwise known as dialogic pedagogy, as a teaching method is overwhelmingly supported by the social constructivist camp. As Adam (2006, p.248) points out the view that learners are “active co-constructors of knowledge” is foundational to social constructivism. Subsequently, Teo (2019, p.172) expands upon this by highlighting that the collaborative, “co-constructive” element of Vygotskian learning theories is at the heart of social dialogic interaction. In addition to this social dialogic interaction is heavily influenced by Bakhtin’s (1981) concept of dialogism. Teo (2019, p.172) does well to explain this, stating that SDI “decentres learning … that takes place in an individual to the social interaction in which learners participate” with the result being that students no longer passively accept the fixed nature of concepts, but reshape them “by populating them with their own accents, and appropriating them by adapting them to their own meanings and intentions”. Teachers alongside peers collectively “co-construct meaning by critically questioning and filtering ideas through their own knowledge, perspectives, and lived experiences” (Teo, 2019, p.172).

	The practical element of using the method of SDI varies according to the subject matter, however, there are common elements that define SDI as a unified method. Reznitskaya (2020, p.4) contends that SDI is best deployed when used to generate class discussion to gain a deeper understanding of the subject matter. Lefstein (2020, p.4) elaborates that SDI is about creating “interactional structures” whereby learners exchange conceptions, address each other’s viewpoints, and thus attempt to reach a common ground. Ma (2013, p.408) provides a fairly broad conception for SDI - a situation “where the teacher engages students in dialogue or arranges for dialogue to take place between peers”. SDI then is unified through a commitment toward a collaborative classroom setting, whereby dialogue is used to filter learners’ subjectivities toward the co-construction of knowledge and understanding. 

Case study

The critical incident took place within a year 9 English classroom and is situated around a group of learners, as opposed to one individual. The subject that was being taught was that of Shakespearean literature, particularly the performance of lines from Shakespeare. The class were given the task of role-playing, in pairs, lines from ‘Much Ado about Nothing’. This is the method known as social dialogic interaction. The lines given to the class were emotionally driven and revolved around the characters Beatrice and Benedick and their relationship. The unintended result was that when performing the lines to each other, learners became overwhelmed with excitement due to the content of the lines and got louder and louder until the whole class erupted into chaos. The teacher was then forced to abandon the method, and resort to an alternative means to teaching the subject matter. Ultimately, the attempt failed in its original aim.
Academic literature overwhelmingly supports the validity of social dialogic interaction (SDI) as a learning method. For example, Teo has argued that SDI provides the necessary skillsets learners need to succeed in a 21st-century world dominated by disinformation. Furthermore, Sorenson et al (2009, p.30) found that the use of SDI was an effective tool in generating inclusivity within diverse educational settings.  However as also shown, this particular attempt at deploying SDI failed. This section of the essay aims to explore the theoretical and practical reasons behind the failure of the use of SDI as a method within the critical incident. Then in the following section reflection on teaching and learning methods will take place. 
There is an argument to be made that the teacher in the critical incident had not provided the necessary conditions for the SDI method to work successfully. Shepard (2000) put forward the idea that the existing educational framework can influence whether new techniques are advantageous or not. For instance, if the group of learners from the case study had been taught through behaviourist methods throughout their education, and there had been no attempt to engage with social constructivist methods, then that would explain why SDI was not successful in this case. This then begs the question, what are the necessary conditions for SDI to be a successful teaching method? Or, as Tripp would put it what was the underlying ‘problematic’?

Starting with Shepard’s argument around the capacity for the existing educational framework to have the potential to negatively impact the effectiveness of alternative methods. Based on prior observations of this group of learners, the educator tended to rely upon didacticism often resorting to monologist methods of learning. For example, the teacher would often use closed questioning, allowing little room for the subjectivities of his learners. These are methods which place the teacher at the centre whereby their role is to act as the authority on knowledge (Nesari, 2015, p.643). Teachers then become reproducers of the view that knowledge is something which is universal or static and thus received, as opposed to something which is co-constructed (Nesari, 2015, p.643). In terms of the critical incident, it is arguably little surprise that the learners found it difficult to engage with the method. There is an implication here from Shepard’s argument that for the SDI to have been effective, it had to have been built up throughout multiple lessons. 
Another point to consider is that the teacher in the critical incident did not generate a teacher-student-student interaction but rather a student-student interaction. One way for the teacher to build toward effective student-student dialogic interaction would be to begin from the position of a general dialogue between the class and the teacher and work toward making discussions more independent (Mercer and Howe, 2012, p.13). Instead, the teacher assumed it was within the reach of the students, who had little to no prior experience with this method, to engage in productive collaborative dialogue without any help from the teacher.  From this, it can be extrapolated that at this moment the students were overwhelmed. Without the MKO involved to guide the learners, arguably, they were far outside of their ZPD. This would partly explain why the learners did not benefit from the SDI. 
The success of SDI is greatly dependent on the collaborative elements of the interaction.  Yet within contemporary educational settings, there is a “limited amount of true dialogue” occurring within the classroom, according to Mercer and Howe (2012, p.17). Within schools today, learners are still expected to adhere to strict rules when it comes to whole-class interaction. These all revolve around conditions set by the teacher which often restrict true collaboration. Such as “only the teacher can nominate who should speak; only the teacher may ask a question without seeking permission; only the teacher can evaluate a comment made by a participant” (Mercer and Howe, 2012, p.17). The issue here then, is that SDI relies upon a classroom environment where learners are comfortable, where learners do not feel like the object waiting for knowledge to be conferred upon them but are active subjects constructing knowledge with their peers guided by an MKO. The school in which the critical incident occurred  

Teaching and learning methods. 
	  
	Within the case study, three specific areas were highlighted for further investigation. That is the pre-existing educational framework being antagonistic toward SDI, the lack of involvement of the MKO within the SDI, and lastly the lack of genuine collaboration which still exists throughout contemporary school settings. In this section of the essay, these three areas will be evaluated and reflected upon. This will then inform future teaching and learning methods.
To be an educator is to be a practitioner who is constantly critically reflecting upon their practice and strategizing ways in which they can improve. Teaching, like any other profession, demands that its practitioners constantly evaluate what they do, for the demands of the classroom are forever changing in line with the ever-evolving nature of society (Schon, 1983, p.9). Brookfield (2017) regards reflection as foundational to the teaching profession. Reflection, however, is subjective and there are multiple frameworks which exist to help guide reflection. Tripp’s (2011) conception of the critical incident is itself a heuristic designed to provide a framework for educators to identify failures within their practice and to evaluate the mechanisms behind these professional failures. In addition, there are frameworks which guide how practice can be improved. In this essay, Brookfield’s (2017) four lenses will be used in addition to Gibbs’s (1998) models of reflective practice. It is important to provide a detailed layout of the method(s) of reflection which will be used to evaluate the critical incident. 
Beginning with Brookfield (2017, p.62), this approach invites practitioners to assess their practice from multiple angles - from the student’s perspective, from colleagues’ perspective, personal experience and from theory. Of most importance to this essay is the student’s perception and theory given that the critical incident was observed in initial teacher training which makes evaluating personal experience and colleagues’ perception redundant. Looking from the student’s perspective entails evaluating how learners react to certain methods, intending to gather feedback to inform future methods (Brookfield, 2017, p.63). Of deep importance is the way educators react to feedback. If when an educator is presented with critical feedback they jump to a defensive stance, then they are missing an opportunity to see the practical effect of their methods. Instead, practitioners should seek to glean how their learners have responded to certain methods regularly and anonymously, using that information as a basis for future practice (Brookfield, 2017, p.65). Theory as a lens of reflection is of deep significance as it is through theory that educators can gain a “coherent and comprehensive” account of issues that are foundational to the profession. Reading and engaging with theory allows practitioners to see past their isolationism and “broadens our understandings and forces us to reappraise old assumptions” (Brookfield, 2017, p. 175).
Next, Gibb’s (2013) reflective cycle comprises six distinct stages of the experiential learning cycle. That is the initial experience, a description of how this made us feel, an evaluation of the experience, an analysis of the experience, a conclusion and finally an action plan whereby future steps are laid out (Gibbs, 2013, p.50). Within the essay, the initial experience was described, and an evaluation and an analysis were made where it was concluded that three issues were underpinning the critical incident. Subsequently, in conjunction with the two lenses of Brookfield - students’ perception and theory - an action plan will be made whereby reflection will take place on which teaching and learning methods would be better to use in the future. 

Firstly, it was identified that the educational setting of the critical incident was antagonistic toward SDI. In summing this up it was argued that the teacher’s use of didactic teaching methods, throughout the majority of other lessons, created a learning environment which was too teacher-centric. Using Brookfield’s (2013) lens of the students provides important insight here. From the perspective of the students, this was something almost alien to their conception of learning. Placing an expectation on the learners to automatically understand the value of SDI, and to be able to effectively use SDI, was almost setting them up to fail. Linking this to theory it could be argued that there was an insufficient level of scaffolding to support the learners. Mariani (1997) explains that the support educators provide does a great deal in alleviating the frustration learners often experience associated with highly challenging work. In this case, there was a clear lack of modelling from the teacher and for the method to have worked extensive scaffolding would be required.
This can be linked to the second issue identified in the case study - the lack of involvement from the MKO within the SDI. Upon reflection, arguably, the teacher ought to have introduced the task as a teacher-student-student interaction whereby the teacher could effectively model what an SDI is meant to look like, with the whole class, checking for full understanding through feedback. Once this was satisfied, it would have been safe to remove the scaffolding and allow the learners to approach the SDI more independently. However, it is not enough to effectively model the expectations for the SDI, if the relationship between the MKO and the learners is not built on solid foundations. Linking the perspective of the learner here to theory, Watson (2018) explicitly argues that to get the most out of teaching methods a strong relationship must exist between teacher and learner(s). 
Lastly, it was argued that the collaborative elements of the SDI were not strong enough. This was seen as a general issue with contemporary education - that collaboration tends to be dominated by the teacher. As previously pointed out this negates the idea that students are co-constructors of knowledge and reinforces the idea that learners are passive. An alternative to this, grounded in theory, comes from Giroux (1978). Giroux elaborates on a concept known as proctoring. Acknowledging the lack of collaboration as a distinct feature of the hidden curriculum Giroux (1978, p.149) argues that this causes learners to be “consumers of pre-cooked knowledge” simply just taking in information in “an uncritical and passive manner”. The proctor comes in as a more talented and able member of the class who acts in a “leadership role” role, providing support for those who may struggle with certain tasks. This method is well-suited toward SDI, as it builds collaboration through “diffusing classroom power along horizontal lines”. One may go a step further and argue that this could be enhanced by implementing an element of vertical tutoring to proctoring. This would entail older, more experienced students who’ve had great success with SDI, modelling how to engage successfully with SDI to younger, less experienced learners. 

Discussion:
The discussion section will be dedicated to providing an action plan centred on what this analysis of the critical incident means for my teaching practice as a student teacher going forward. 
Firstly, SDI as a teaching method has the capacity to lead to positive educational outcomes when implemented with the correct conditions. As a teacher, I will seek to base my pedagogy on social constructivist theory treating the learners around me not as beacons waiting to receive, but as active participants within a learning environment which seeks to co-construct knowledge. In my teaching practice, this means I will carefully scaffold dialogic interactions guiding learners as an MKO. Being mindful of their relative zone of proximal development, I will aim to provide the necessary support when needed, eventually allowing learners to become more independent. I will strive to provide a truly collaborative environment within my classroom. Firstly, by clearly modelling what is expected of learners when engaging in SDI, through a whole class discussion and dialogue. Here ground rules for discussions will be set and the benefits and aim of interactions will be explained. Once there has been development among learners they will gain more autonomy and discussions will be between groups or pairs as opposed to as a whole class. The ultimate ambition would be to help generate a group of proctors who are proficient in facilitating successful SDIs. 
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