

Critical evaluation and the identification of the 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, there will be a critical evaluation comprising of suggested developmental steps following the analysis of a critical incident observed in a classroom.
The structure of the essay is as follows:
Firstly, there will be a section that gives an overview explanation of the role of critical reflection. The role of critical reflection to the developing teaching practice will be mentioned, with emphasis on how analysing critically can improve pedagogy. In addition to this, the relevance of critical reflection to the Curriculum for Wales will be acknowledged.
After that, a generalised description of the context in which the incident took place will be included, this will assist in understanding the circumstances in which the event took place.
Following this, there will be a description of the chosen critical incident. Additionally, the critical incident will be related to at least one of the four purposes described in the previous section, and the significance of this connection.
Next, there will be a literature review. In this review, the key points from the critical incident will be researched and analysed in depth. 
Succeeding the literature review is a critical evaluation of the information learned from the research in the previous section. This will assist in formulating the suggested steps that would follow the incident, these steps will contribute to the development of one’s teaching practice.  
Finally, there will be an evaluation of the process of the critical reflection conducted for this essay.

Critical reflection within a teaching practice is the process of looking in hindsight at an incident within the practice, and then questioning the incident with the aim of understanding why particular situations occur. It is the questioning of the incident, during reflection, that causes it to become critical. Critical reflection is important for the development of one’s teaching practice because it allows teachers to identify the strengths and weaknesses within their practice, and with understanding, how to rectify those weakness to become a more effective practitioner. (Tripp, D. 2012)
Reflection can lead to the discovery of key points hidden inside the incident. The teacher can acquire a wealth of knowledge through research on the key points of the incident to better understand what pedagogical techniques best facilitate the variety of different learning styles they will see throughout their career. To formulate progression steps, research is conducted on the key points and the teacher can use their new knowledge acquired through research to form a plan that improves and develops their practice. (Tripp, D. 2012)
Stephen Brookfield’s reflective model shall be used for critical reflection during this assignment. Brookfield believed that the best teachers frequently review their practice through ‘four lenses’ to understand the contrasting viewpoints in which their practice is being received (Brookfield, S. 1995.) Brookfield expresses “The lens of students’ eyes has been the most important of the four critically reflective lenses in my own career” (P65. Brookfield, S. 1995)
To elaborate on Brookfield’s statement, to perform critical reflection through the lens of the learner can be used to evaluate if the teacher is meeting the pupil’s educational needs, and if not, it provides the opportunity to perceive what pedagogy will allow the pupil to achieve to their fullest potential. This leads onto the importance of critical reflection for not only the teacher, but the learner also. 
One could argue that considering the four statements of the Curriculum for Wales, one of the most important ‘lenses’ to look through is that of the learners because the four main purposes of the curriculum are centred around the pupil. 
With a plan to introduce the use of the Curriculum for Wales in 2022 (Welsh Government. 2020) critical reflection could be considered more significant than it ever has been because the four statements of the Curriculum for Wales 2022 give a new responsibility for all teachers, to use their practice to produce:

· “Ambitious, capable learners, ready to learn throughout their lives
· Enterprising, creative contributors, ready to play a full part in life and work
· Ethical, informed citizens of Wales and the world
· Healthy, confident individuals, ready to lead fulfilling lives as valued members of society"

(Welsh Government. 2020)
So, it could be perceived that critical reflection can be used as a tool to not only evaluate one’s practice, but to ensure that lessons are fulfilling the four purposes.
One could argue that the curriculum for wales also requires critical reflection to be used to evaluate if the practitioner is incorporating the professional standards into their practice also.
The Curriculum for Wales also contains five professional standards for teachers. The professional standards are considered influential aspects of a teachers practice: Pedagogy, innovation, leadership, collaboration, and professional learning. During critical reflection, it is assumed teachers will analyse these standards in relation to their practice, to ensure it is constantly improving and the teacher is aiming to acquire the standards within their practice. In a video posted on YouTube onto the official welsh government page, it states the standards give teachers goals to strive towards and were designed to “inspire, challenge, and support every practitioner to be the best they can be, and help improve the way we educate young people” (New professional standards for teaching and leadership. 2020)This statement can be related to the role of critical reflection because critical reflection could be used by the teacher to monitor if they are obtaining the professional standards however, in contrast to Stephen Brookfield, with a focus on themselves as professionals as opposed to looking through the lens of the learner. 
To conclude, there are a variety of contrasting ideas on the way teachers should critically reflect and how this influences the role of critical reflection, however all are similar in that they all share the ideology that critical reflection develops a teacher’s practice and is a useful tool in improving the effectiveness of lessons.

It is important that prior to a description of the incident, that a small amount of contextual information about the school and class is provided to accurately envision the environment in which the incident took place. The school is a large mixed gender comprehensive school, educating pupils from the age of 11 to 18. (Estyn, 2021)  
The class in which the incident took place was the fifth and last lesson of the day for the class, and the pupils were aged 13 to 14. There were approximately 25 pupils in the class. There was a quiet and relaxed atmosphere, and the pupils calmly walked into the lesson. Before the lesson started, the pupils sat into the seating plan that was already displayed on the whiteboard as they walked into the room. 
The critical incident happened at the start of the lesson, and is as follows: 
The teacher initiated a discussion by asking the class “What do you know about this topic?” Pupils then keenly put their hands up to contribute what they knew about the subject. The teacher would then elaborate on what the pupil had said by telling interesting stories and facts relevant to what the pupil had said, expanding their knowledge of the subject. This was consistently leading to more questions and stories from the pupils. The pupils were highly engaged in the discussion and were listening intently. This was recorded in a templated document, along with two other incidents that where recorded and reflected upon. (See appendices)
The observed critical incident can be related to several of the four purposes of the Curriculum for Wales. The first that comes to mind, is “Ambitious, capable learners” (P 31. Donaldson, G. 2015) One could argue that the fact the pupils were keen to contribute to the discussion, show’s they were behaving ambitiously by showing a strong desire to successfully contribute to the lesson and learn. In addition to this, it is evident that the pupils were displaying that they are capable learners by contributing knowledge to the discussion, as well as internalizing what they had learned to continue contributing. In addition to this, Donaldson in his report ‘successful futures’ wrote that a trait of an ambitious, capable learner is someone who “can explain the ideas and concepts they are learning about” (Page 31. Donaldson, G. 2015). During the discussion, the pupils demonstrated that they could explain what they were learning about, because they were elaborating by asking further questions, therefore according to Donaldson, acting as an ambitious, capable learner.

In this literature review, there will be several pieces of literature chosen for each key point from the critical incident which will be reviewed and critically analyzed using other sources that agree or contradict. A variety of academic sources will provide contrasting information from which I can form a conclusion and reflect on the information to produce suggested next steps.
The first section of this literature review will evaluate the work of Vygotsky, and more specifically, his theories in the book ‘Mind in Society’ with a focus on his social constructivist views of social interaction in the learning process. Social constructivism relates to the critical incident because it can be seen when there is a discussion about the topic of the lesson between the teacher and the pupils.  
In ‘mind in society’ Vygotsky hypothesizes that learning cannot be disassociated with social interaction, this is commonly known as social constructivism. Social constructivism is the theory that pupils do not construct their learning independently, but through social interaction. This is because for the learner to reach a new developmental level and have the ability to problem solve, there must social interaction and guidance from a more knowledgeable other, this assistance is formally known as scaffolding. The more knowledgeable other within a classroom context is commonly a teacher or a peer (Vygotsky, L. and Cole, M. 1978). Vygotsky’s ideas could be accredited because they recognize the significance of social interaction as a method of learning. 
The effectiveness of active learning can be seen to be in support of the social constructivist theory because most active learning strategies involve social interaction for example discussion and group work. Active learning is a strategy that provides the pupil to play an active part of the learning process. In an article by the University college London entitled ‘Active learning’ declares “Research shows that active learning can help students achieve a far deeper understanding of a topic than by simply listening to lectures or reading textbooks” (UCL Arena Centre for Research-based Education. 2019)This statement emphasises the benefits from the social interaction of active learning and confirm the social constructivist views.
Vygotsky’s zone of proximal development correlates with the learning that takes place during active learning and can be a useful ideology when attempting to understand why active learning is so efficient.
This idea of social constructivism is affirmed by the zone of proximal development. The zone of proximal development is the middle ground between what the pupils are already capable of, and what the pupils can potentially achieve with help. (Vygotsky, L. and Cole, M. 1978) In ‘mind in society’ Vygotsky defines the ZPD as “the distance between the actual developmental level determined by independent problem solving and the level of potential development” (p.86. Vygotsky, L. and Cole, M. 1978) This quote indirectly states that it is the social interaction between the learner and the adult or ‘more capable peers’ that make the potential level of development possible. However, this theory does not consider how it is possible for learners to progress without social interaction and it neglects the concept of the pupil independently revising for an exam, and the benefits of independent revision. In addition to this, the theory fails to recognize that all learners are different, and some may be more outgoing than others, therefore social interaction could cause the learner stress and hinder their progress. 
Therefore, the theory can be seen as flawed because it suggests that effective use and understanding of language is needed to progress, which denies pupils who are not confident enough to speak, or cannot speak, the ability to progress.
In agreement with this, Fox contradicts the notion that all knowledge derives from social interaction by stating “If held literally, this view denies any knowledge to infants in their pre-linguistic stage” (p.30. Fox, R. 2001) To elaborate on Fox, it is not only an inaccessible theory for children before they learn to verbally communicate, but one could question if the social constructivist theory denies progress to any people who don’t have the ability to communicate and therefore could be deemed unrealistic for this reason.
Alternatively, Piaget would disagree with social constructivism because he believed children were ‘lone scientists’ and learning was an individual process (Piaget, J. 1954.). Piaget would argue it could be possible that a learner can progress without any interaction from a more knowledgeable other and believed learning and development is constructed internally (as opposed to externally) within the child as a result from reacting to the surrounding environment (Piaget, J. and Inhelder, B. 1972) This theory does not accredit social interaction as an essential part of learning and development however could be deemed more explanatory of how children progress without speech or social interaction.
In contrast, similarities can be found between Piaget and Vygotsky’s theories. Piaget created the ideas of scheme and accommodation. Scheme is “the basic unit of intelligent behaviour” (p.45, Gray, C and Mcblain, S. 2012) and accommodation is directly linked to scheme, as it is the adaptation of prior scheme to accommodate new knowledge. This is comparable to the zone of proximal development because both describe the learning process as a progression from prior to newly acquired knowledge and the learner plays an active part in the process however it is the way in which that knowledge is acquired where Piaget and Vygotsky differ. Piaget’s theories could be praised because they explain the progress of children who cannot speak. In addition, Piaget’s theories, much like Vygotsky’s, can be linked to active learning because both involve the learner playing an active part in constructing the learning. Since active learning has many benefits to learning, the association with active learning could suggest there are many benefits to Piaget’s theories also.
The next part of the literature review will explore questioning with a particular focus on
questioning for formative assessment. Focusing on the works ‘The right questions, the right way’ and ‘Embedded formative assessment’ by Dylan William. Questioning relates Vygotsky’s social constructivist theory because questioning in the classroom is the communication between the teacher and the student. Within the critical incident, evidence of questioning as a method of formative assessment can be seen when the teacher asks the pupils “what do you know about this topic?” which then started a discussion.
In the chapter ‘The right questions, the right way’ by British educationalist Dylan William
from the journal article ‘Using assessments thoughtfully’ William states “Questioning and discussion are key aspects of teachers' work in classrooms” (p.18, William, D. 2014) This statement can be criticized because it fails to elaborate on how it is the use of a question as a tool to achieve a particular purpose that makes questioning a significant part of a teachers practice.
Dillion in the book ‘Questioning and teaching: a manual of practice’ elaborates on
the concept of purpose in questioning by stating “Our purposes are the first thing we need
to take into account in the use of questions. And we must first know what our purposes are”
(P.55, Dillon, J.T. 1998) Dillon’s view on purpose in the context of questioning could be
praised, because it encourages the practitioner to become more conscientious when
questioning, and motivate them to think about the aims and benefits of the question.
William explains “there are only two good reasons to ask a question in class: (1) to cause thinking and (2) to provide information for the teacher about what to do next” (P.180, William, D. 2018) William’s statement should be noted because it establishes that there are purposes for questioning which benefit both the pupil, and the teacher. 
In contrast, this statement could be criticized when one considers its failure to mention the many other reasons a teacher should ask a question. Barack Rosenshine, in the article ‘Principles of instruction, research based strategies all teachers should know’, challenges William with the idea that the reason teachers should ask questions is to “help students practice new information and connect new material to their prior learning” (P.14, Rosenshine, B. 2012) To contradict this, it could be argued that there is no reason why a teacher should not ask a question, as long as the question achieves the particular aim the teacher had, it has been a worthwhile use of the method of questioning.
William expresses there are many complications from traditional questioning methods that disadvantage the assessment process, such as asking for hands up, that can lead to inaccurate assessment of pupil knowledge because information is only provided from the pupils who voluntarily participate, which excludes knowledge from those who do not have the confidence to raise their hand. This can result in an inaccurate formative assessment, compromising effective planning and possibly impacting the learning of the class in the future. (William, D. 2014) 
It could be argued that just because a pupil doesn’t voluntarily participate in question and answer, that doesn’t necessarily mean the pupil has a differing level of understanding, therefore, if all pupils had the same level of understanding, despite it not being demonstrated to the teacher, the formative assessment based on the select pupils that volunteered would not be compromised. However, Williams views on traditional questioning could be commended because he supports the idea that it is important to be inclusive of all pupils in the class, to ensure they are receiving maximum benefit from the lesson as well as the benefits of inclusion for the teacher’s formative assessment. 
William recommends three solutions to make questioning for formative assessment more
effective and accurate: “no hands up, all-student response systems, and planning questions”
(p.18, William, D. 2014) These methods, William claims, will provide more informative results when questioning. These techniques could provide a solution, however William’s statement could be criticized because it fails to acknowledge that every learner is unique and capable of responding with varying levels of engagement and enthusiasm within the methods mentioned, methods, which would have to be scrutinised and tested within the classroom setting before presentations as solutions to ineffective questioning for formative assessment.
Dillon would argue that it is not so much the method of asking, but the question itself that is
impactful. Dillon states that, “A single question is sufficient for an hour’s discussion. But to conceive of that question will require thought; to formulate it requires labour; and to pose it, tact” (p.127. Dillon, J. T. 1988.)This statement could be seen to carry much value, because it informs the reader of the immense capabilities of questioning as a pedagogical tool in order to initiate a classroom activity that can aid learning .This statement suggests that Dillon is in agreement with William, in that a question must be planned and given careful consideration in order for it to be impactful and effective.
William concludes the chapter by saying “by increasing the engagement of students, and thus improving the feedback from the teacher, we can make a real difference” (p.18, William, D. 2014) William mentions increased student engagement in this statement, in the context of the chapter as a result of questioning for formative assessment however fails to acknowledge that this could be viewed as one of the additional benefits of questioning for formative assessment. 
Evidence of the benefits of pupil participation can been witnessed in the article entitled ‘Lessons for Learning’ for Harvard university in which the effectiveness of active learning was tested. Outcomes from this research showed higher test scores from the class using the active learning method. (Russel, P. 2019) If William had stressed the additional benefits of using active questioning models, it may have drawn practitioners to consider such methods and in doing so avoid, less impactful and ineffective approaches.

The critical reflection conducted for this essay was also influenced by Stephen Brookfield’s ‘four lenses’ model which elaborates on the benefits of viewing critical reflection from the viewpoints of others besides the teacher. This has been highly important because whilst evaluating the incident, there was substantial consideration for what the pupils were experiencing during the lesson and how beneficial the lesson and activity was for them, which then made it easier to understand how effective and engaging the activities were, and how the pupils learning can be affected by the choices within the teachers planning and pedagogy. The use of the Brookfield reflective model will influence my own practice by allowing me to understand the effects of my decisions as a practitioner and can be used to bring to my attention whether I am meeting the pupils’ educational needs.
After evaluating literature on the social constructivist theory, it is understood that there is a high possibility pupils learned more efficiently through social interaction and the teacher or ‘more knowledgeable other’ can be used to scaffold the pupils learning. This information can be used to inform suggested next steps from the critical incident. The suggested next steps are to ensure there are social active learning methods within the lesson plan such as group work, to ensure the pupils are developing through social interaction however, since there are conflicting views on the use of social interaction in learning and some pupils may not be confident in speech, it is advised that their independent work is also incorporated into the lesson plan to ensure there is a balance. In addition to this, it could be deemed sensible to remember the use of the teacher in scaffolding as the more knowledgeable other, and it is suggested that one should assist the pupils in their learning with consideration of the ‘zone of proximal development. 
From researching the key point ‘questioning for formative assessment’ from the critical incident, it has been learned that a question can be used as a pedagogical tool to inform the teacher of the pupil’s prior knowledge, as well as to assess the new knowledge acquired from the lesson. On the other hand, it has also been learned that such a question needs to be planned prior to the lesson to be impactful and achieve the desired outcome. 
Therefore, the suggested next steps from the lesson would be to ensure the question that was to going to be asked to the pupils to assess their prior knowledge was planned previously. Whilst planning the question, there would also be an attempt to incorporate active learning into the formative assessment process, because from investigating literature on the topic, it is apparent that active learning as a result of questioning for formative assessment can provide the information needed for the teacher as well as assisting the learning of the pupils.
In addition to this, the research has informed that the method of delivery of the question is important in finding accurate results and because of this, it is advised that the question is delivered in a way which would be inclusive of all the pupils, not just the ones who are keen to volunteer information to provide the most accurate results. This ensures future planning will be optimally effective. 

Writing this essay has been a beneficial experience that has developed a better understanding of critical reflection using Brookfield’s reflective model and, through research, knowledge on key points has also been vastly improved. This will all contribute to informed and effective planning in the future.
It could be argued that the role of the critically reflective teacher in wales is to ensure the four purposes are being delivered and instilled in the pupils during their lessons and evaluate if the professional standards of the Curriculum for wales are being met to achieve the best outcome for the education of young people in wales.
The approach taken relates to the professional standards of the Curriculum for wales. Professional learning has been displayed through extensive research on key points involving wider reading, as well as Pedagogy being shown through the practice of reflecting on learning using the observed critical incident. (Welsh Government. 2020) The development of these professional standards will contribute to a successful teaching practice in the future. 
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Appendices

Record 1
	Date and time: 23/09/21


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

Pupils were aged approximately 13-14. This took place in the last lesson of the day, at roughly 2pm. This was the classes fifth and final lesson of the day.


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

The teacher began a discussion by questioning the class and said, “What do you know about this topic?” Pupils then put their hands up to contribute what they knew about the subject. The teacher would then elaborate on what the pupil had said by telling interesting stories and facts relevant to what the pupil had said, progressing into further areas of discussion as well as educating the pupils. This was consistently leading to more questions and stories in which the pupils were highly engaged. Pupils were playing a large part in the lesson.


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

Constructivism – Using and expanding on the prior knowledge of the subject to answer a question, pupils were constructing their own learning. 

Vygotsky – Pupils socially interacting with the more knowledgeable other to learn.

Active learning - Pupils were leading the learning through questioning the stories and discussion.


	Notes: any details you can note 

Relaxed, quiet environment created a good atmosphere for discussion. 
Pupils were sat in a seating plan.
The discussion was informal.






Record 2
	Date and time: 
22/09/21 at 12:30


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

Lesson four, just before lunch. Pupils entered the room loudly and were very talkative.


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

Teacher asked for quiet in the room and for the pupils to put their hands up to ask a question, however most pupils continued to talk loudly over the teacher and shout out. The teacher persistently reminded them to be quiet, and said, “Well done” and praised the pupils who were being quiet and raising their hand to ask a question.


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

Behaviorist theory (Ivan Pavlov) – Conditioning the children to raise they’re hand by using positive praise as an incentive to be quiet.


	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)

Lesson just before lunch, so the pupils were lacking focus.

The classroom atmosphere was loud and chaotic. 









Record 3
	Date and time: 22/09/21, 12:30


	Where and When: Context of the observation – subject/AOLE, general classroom context
Pupils were aged 13-14.

	What happened: a detailed description of the critical incident (the more detail the better to refer to in your later work)
Pupils were set the task of working individually to create a presentation. However, the pupils naturally started working together and helping each other by answering each other’s questions about the task.


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

Vygotsky’s social constructivist theory – Children require social interaction to progress in their understanding of what they have learned.

Vygotsky – scaffolding from the more knowledgeable other.

Active learning – Pupils learning through discussion. 


	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)

Lesson just before lunch – pupils were excitable and were fidgeting, whispering and throwing paper consistently throughout the lesson.

Quiet never lasted long and pupils always ended up talking loudly.





