Introduction 
According to Tripp (2002), a critical incident in teaching is not something you are waiting for; it is something you create. In a teacher’s life, incidents happened every day, but a ‘critical incident’ is generated by critically analysing the event by challenging your beliefs and feelings, what is good and bad, and what is right and wrong. It is not critical because it is big in scale, it is critical because it changes our thoughts and understanding as well as changes the way we deal with the same incident in the future (Tripp, 2002). 
Tripp used the term “interpretation’’ in his book Critical incident in teaching and he explained that interpretation of a critical incident is not based on our experience of the incident, rather it is based on analysing our actions in the classroom and also our thoughts and beliefs, with scholars and theories to produce a professional judgment that can change our teaching practice.  The identification of a critical incident has a great effect on professional teacher development because a critical incident uncovers the influence of teacher habits and tendencies on teaching aspects, therefore reflection on the incident will shape our actions and deepens our understanding (Tripp, 2002). 
This assignment will undertake a critical analysis and research-based approach upon an observed critical incident and then link it to theories related to teaching, with the purpose of deepening the understanding of the incident and improving the practice of the teacher in the classroom environment to befit the individual and the wider class.
The Role of Critical Reflection 
According to Farrell (2012), we are not teaching classes, we are teaching students. Teachers need to be reflective thinkers in order not to become ‘slaves to routine’ as Dewey (1933) said. Dewey proposed that rather than engaging with routine thoughts and actions, people should engage with intelligent thoughts and actions. This must be completed by educated people to gain the habits of reflective practice. Farrell (2012) asserts that reflective practice serves as a form of guidance for teachers, allowing them to assess and improve their teaching methods. The “metaphor of a compass” is utilized to convey how reflective practice enables teachers to evaluate their current situation and make informed decisions about their professional growth. Through regular reflection, teachers can identify areas for improvement and take steps to enhance their teaching practices, ultimately creating more effective learning opportunities for their students  (Farrell, 2012). Additionally, Zwozdiak-Myers (2012) emphasizes the importance of teachers functioning as researchers in their practice, reflecting on their teaching and incorporating theories to enhance their instruction. Thus, reflective practice and the incorporation of theoretical frameworks can work together to improve the quality of education provided to students  (Zwozdiak-Myers, 2012). 
Dewey (1933) emphasized the importance of reflection in teaching and introduced three key elements that he believed were essential for teachers to be effective reflective practitioners. These elements are open-mindedness, responsibility, and wholeheartedness. By possessing these qualities, teachers can continuously improve their practice and provide high-quality education to their students (Pollard & Triggs, 1997).
Open-mindedness requires teachers to consider all views and facts, even if they do not agree with them, and to question their own beliefs and assumptions to improve their practice. Zwozdiak-Myers (2012) emphasizes the importance of considering different perspectives to develop a deeper understanding of one's teaching and to make informed decisions that will lead to better outcomes for students.
Responsibility requires teachers to take ownership of their actions and to have awareness of their teaching practice. They should critically evaluate their actions, take responsibility for the consequences of those actions, and make necessary adjustments to improve (ibid). 
Wholeheartedness, as described by Zwozdiak-Myers (2012), demonstrates a teacher's commitment and enthusiasm towards teaching by regularly checking their beliefs and assumptions and trying new strategies with students. Together, these elements work to help teachers become more effective reflective practitioners and improve the quality of education provided to students (ibid).
There are several reflective models that teachers might consider in relation to their teaching. Schon’s model prominently considers two stages of reflection, reflection in action and reflection on the action  (Bates, 2016). Reflection in action considers looking at things as they are happening and subsequently taking an action. Schon suggested that reflection in action develops the habit of thinking and acting during the event. Reflection on action involves evaluating an experience after it has occurred and using that reflection to make better decisions in the future (Bates, 2016). Hence, Schon’s model is considered one of the most important models in teaching practice that take into account the teacher’s problem-solving knowledge and decision-making (Urzuaa & Vasquezb, 2008). 
In contrast, the Brookfield model suggests that to be a critically reflective practitioner the teacher needs to look through four lenses: the autobiographical lens, the students’ lens, the colleagues’ lens, and the theoretical literature lens. As the term suggests, viewing the situation through the autobiographical lens, the teacher looks to his teaching practice as a learner and reflects on his actions as a teacher. While looking through learners’ eyes one can gain insight from the student’s learning experience, and an idea of how far they understand the lesson whilst continually learning to recognise their needs. Although some teachers do not like to share their experiences with peers, Brookfield suggested that colleagues’ lens help one to consider a teaching experience from a different perspective and understand what could be improved in the lesson. Finally, the theoretical literature lens is necessary to understand why something happened and it is a valuable tool in helping the teacher to reflect on their actions and teaching technique in the classroom (Bates, 2016). 
[bookmark: _Hlk124634500]Observation of school and class context 
Following BERA Guidelines “The confidential and anonymous treatment of participants' data is considered the norm for the conduct of research” and therefore the school, teachers and the students observed will remain anonymous (Estyn report, 2015).
The observation took place in a mixed-gender 11 to 19 English medium Secondary comprehensive school based in South Wales. There are around 1221 pupils, including 185 in the Sixth form (My local school, 2019). Approximately 24% of the pupils have additional learning needs, which is higher than the national average of 20.1%. The average of pupils entitled to free school meals is 24.1% which is higher than the national average of 17.5 %. The local authority funded the school to have a specialist teaching facility for about 15 students with additional learning needs. Most students are from a white British background. The Welsh language is spoken fluently by very few students, while there are around 12% speak English as an additional language (Estyn report, 2015).
[bookmark: _Hlk124634895]A critical incident linked to Donaldson’s Four Purposes 
The description of the observed critical incident is in line with BERA guidelines. During my time as a privileged observer, I observed several incidents. However, I will focus on the following incident that happened in a Year 8 class. The area of learning is the Humanities- the subject is Geography. The class environment was observed to be quite noisy, and some students fidgeted with pencils and rulers and did not appear to be engaged. The noise levels in the classroom gradually increased which prompted Teacher X to use the ‘3,2,1 shh’ technique continuously to keep the class order. The classroom did not seem to have much space for students. 
The lesson began with a quiz to assess prior learning, and this was conducted with a ‘no hands-up policy’. Student A was talking to student B next to her. Teacher X then started to explain the new topic of consumers, recycling, and reuse. After explaining the first task. Student A raised her hand to express confusion about the new topic and said, “I am confused.” Then she said, “I don’t know the meaning of the word ‘consumer’”. Teacher X attempted to explain the meaning by asking her questions in an attempt to break down and simplify the meaning, but student A continued to appear unsure. Teacher X then asked student A “don’t you watch the news!” She replied “No.” Teacher X asked the class to work on tasks individually. Student A tried to do the first task. In the second task relating to plastic issues and recycling student A appeared to be struggling with spelling some words and she asked teacher X to spell them for her. Teacher X then spelt these words to her. Student A appeared to be struggling to complete the task and appeared to be not engaging. In the last task, Student A said, to the teacher “I am stupid.” Teacher X replied, “You are not”. Student A appeared overwhelmed; the teacher attempted to provide individual support. Although Teacher X asked students to do the tasks individually, after Student A struggled, she allowed them to discuss the tasks with a partner. By the end of the lesson, Student A appeared to be more engaged as she was discussing the task with Student B. 
This critical incident can be linked to the first of Donaldson’s four purposes, which describes "ambitious, capable learners." This purpose focuses on developing students who are self-motivated, high-achieving, and able to continue learning throughout their lives (Donaldson, 2015).
In the incident, Student A appeared to be struggling with the new topic and appeared not fully engaged in the lesson. Despite this, she attempted to complete the tasks and showed a willingness to learn. When she expressed confusion, the teacher provided clarification and support. 
This incident highlights the importance of providing students with the necessary support to help them overcome challenges and achieve their full potential as learners. By fostering a growth mindset (Kapasi& Pei, 2022) and providing opportunities for students to engage in meaningful, challenging learning experiences, teachers can help students develop into ambitious, capable learners who are prepared to continue learning throughout their lives (Donaldson, 2015). 
The critical incident could also be linked to the fourth purpose, which is "healthy, confident individuals." This purpose focuses on developing students who are mentally and physically healthy, confident, and capable of leading fulfilling lives(ibid).
In the incident, Student A expressed frustration and self-doubt, saying "I am stupid." The teacher's response, was supportive and reassuring, helping to boost the student's confidence and maintain their mental well-being.
This incident highlights the importance of creating a supportive and inclusive learning environment that fosters positive relationships between students and teachers. By promoting a positive sense of self-worth to overcome challenges, teachers can help students develop into healthy, confident individuals who are capable of leading fulfilling lives (Donaldson, 2015).
[bookmark: _Hlk124636686]Literature Review 
The critical incident described above raises several issues that could be investigated further. One potential area of inquiry is the ‘cognitive load theory’ and how it may have affected the performance of student A. The classroom environment and the structure of the lesson appeared to place an excessive cognitive load on the student, making it difficult to process and understand the information presented. Additionally, a lack of prior knowledge on the topic appeared to contribute to her confusion. 
Education researchers have been influenced significantly by the cognitive load theory which is based on the working memory capacity of pupils (Jong, 2010). Working memory is responsible for processing, restructuring, and making sense of the information before stored in long-term memory. Bates (2016) cited that Miller proposed in his research that the capacity of the working memory at any given time is limited to approximately seven units of information.
Sweller (2010) identifies that when the working memory is presented with too much information, it becomes overwhelmed and causes an increase in cognitive load. This means that the working memory is unable to effectively process and store all of the information, leading to difficulties in learning.
There are three different types of cognitive load: intrinsic, extraneous and germane load. The combination of both intrinsic and extraneous load will decide the total amount of the cognitive load. When that load overweighs the working memory capacity, the amount of processed information and the effectiveness of the learning in the long-term memory will decline (Sweller, 2010). The intrinsic load refers to the complexity of the material itself, which might not have an enormous load on the working memory however it is hard for the brain to process and understand the material irrespective of the way that material is delivered (ibid).
Class material containing an enormous number of interactive components is more difficult to engage with and absorb than material with a few components and less interaction. An example of less interactive material is learning vocabulary, where the learner could learn the words separately (Sweller & Chandler, 1994), or learn the chemical elements, one by one, rather than all at once. On the other hand, learning electronic circuits or learning how to balance a chemical equation are examples of more interactive material, where the elements are less but more complicated to understand. The intrinsic cognitive load could be reduced by introducing the elements before the task. Prior knowledge of the topic, therefore, avoids the intrinsic load on the working memory (Jong, 2010; Swiller 2010). 
Extraneous cognitive load can occur in various situations. Firstly, when the material is presented in a confusing manner that does not enhance the learner's understanding as well as when the learner’s brain is overloaded with additional material, can impede the learner's ability to process the information effectively (Mayer & Roxana , 2010).
Secondly, when the presentation of the material was poorly organized and included extraneous information, the load leaves the learner less able to understand the material itself and reduces his ability to process crucial information, this type of load often occurs in multimedia learning (Mayer & Roxana , 2010).
The last type of load is the germane cognitive load which refers to ‘the elements that aid information processing and contribute to the development of schemas’ (Riches, 2019). 
Also relevant to the critical incident are Mayer & Roxana’s ideas (2010) on the Cognitive Theory of Multimedia Learning, which has three important assumptions. First, the learner has dual channels: eyes and ears to process the words and pictures, respectively. Secondly, the learner has a limited capacity to process the information in each channel. Finally, "active processing" refers to the learner's ability to select, organize, and process information, and establish relevant connections with prior knowledge, to store it in long-term memory, as explained by Mayer and Roxana (2010). Therefore, instructional designs are employed to minimize extraneous cognitive load, according to Kürschner and Schnotz (2007). 
Taking to account the layout of the presentation which focuses on the important material and takes out the irrelevant material, this gives the learner the ability to use his cognitive capacity to understand and process the essential material. Although of this reduction, the learner still doesn’t have enough capacity to link to the existing schema (Mayer & Roxana, 2010). 
However, cognitive load theory had a great impact on education it is subject to criticism.  Reif Fredrik as cited by Riches(2019) proposed that ‘if the cognitive load is reduced too much, learning essentially becomes fragmented’. Moreover, Doug Holton’s argument as cited by Riches (2019) ‘it is difficult to measure cognitive load and, therefore, it is difficult to generate evidence to prove the theory’.
Moreover, it can be challenging to differentiate between extraneous load and germane load. The type of cognitive load experienced by the learner will depend on their characteristics and the goals of their learning. These types of loads have a reciprocal relationship, meaning that if the extraneous cognitive load increases, the germane cognitive load will also increase, and vice versa. It is important to note that extraneous cognitive load is considered a negative load as it does not contribute to the learning process, whereas germane cognitive load is beneficial as it plays a crucial role in processing information and constructing schema in long-term memory. (Moreno, 2010). 
A common critique of Cognitive Load Theory identified by Jong (2010) is that much of the research conducted on this theory does not take place in real-life classroom environments and with learners who have a genuine motivation to learn. Instead, studies often involve participants who lack a particular interest in the subject matter and are given limited time to engage with the material.
The second theory linked to the critical incident would be Vygotsky’s theoretical concept, the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD)– student A appeared to have a lack of development which might impede his/her ability to complete the task independently and need constant help of a most knowledgeable adult or more skilled peers.
Vygotsky defined the ZPD as the distance between the level of actual child’s development that can be achieved by solving tasks independently, and the level of a child’s possible development that can be achieved by solving tasks with help of the most knowledgeable adult or from more capable peers. Each learner has his/her ZPD which ‘differs from another learner in any age group’ (Nicholas, et al., 2021). 
Vygotsky considered that social interaction plays a crucial role in children's intellectual development, and believed that to progress in their level of possible development, children should be given opportunities to interact with family, friends, teachers, and peers (Bates, 2016; Nicholas, et al., 2021). He also emphasized the importance of scaffolding in a child's learning progress. Scaffolding can be used by the teacher to support students in overcoming difficulties and encourage them to take on challenges to achieve a deeper level of understanding and become independent learners, helping them to come out of their comfort zone (Bates, 2016).
Challenging learners to come out of their comfort zone plays a vital role in building their confidence and being independent learners. This can be done by providing support to accomplish tasks in their ZPD until the learners are confident enough to widen the number of tasks accomplished without assistance from more knowledgeable adults or peers. Therefore the wider number of tasks contributes perfectly to the learner’s cognitive development as well as learning ( Zulu, et al., 2018).
Zulu (2018) emphasized the importance of the relationship between ZPD and cognitive load. Both induce load however the amount of cognitive load associated with tasks within the ZPD is far less low than the significant cognitive load associated with a complex task that is located outside of the ZPD. Therefore students are more likely to engage in self-directed tasks within their zone rather than completing complex tasks ( Zulu, et al., 2018). 
There are several factors that Vygotsky took into consideration in his development theory. He believed that a child is an active learner and that the teacher has a vital role in a child’s learning journey. Although students have the responsibility to perform their tasks, teachers as educators have much more control over these tasks. Vygotsky emphasized that teachers are responsible to challenge their students and support them to get out of their current level of understanding to their potential level. For instance, a teacher might only need to explain one certain step on a task or gives a hint that the student needs to progress. Furthermore, Vygotsky considered that culture has a significant impact on individual development but he underestimated the ‘biological inheritance’ influence on child development (Sutherland, 2013).
However, Vygotsky’s theory contributed to the field of child development but it is subject to criticism. Vygotsky's theory of cognitive development emphasized the role of the teacher as a facilitator of learning and considered the teacher to be an important part of the learning process in contrast Piaget pointed out that the child is the centre of his learning. In other words, Vygotsky believed that teachers are responsible to scaffold and guide students while Piaget believed that a child is in control of his learning and he is capable to come to his equilibration (Pound, 2014; Sutherland, 2013). Every child has their level of cognitive development and there are limits to their ability to understand complex concepts. Therefore, teachers should present new ideas and knowledge that are appropriate to the child's needs and abilities  (Pound, 2014).
While Vygotsky emphasized the role of the teacher in guiding and supporting learners, Piaget took a different approach. According to Piaget, the teacher's responsibility is to observe the actions of children to understand their intellectual development. This observation allows the teacher to determine where support and assistance may be needed (Pound, 2014).
One key element in Vygotsky's theory is the emphasis on social and cultural influences on children's development. He argued that adults play a crucial role in enriching children's knowledge and that the ability to learn through instruction is a fundamental aspect of human intelligence. In contrast, Piaget believed that children progress through stages of development and that their ability to learn depends on their level of readiness. Conversely, Vygotsky held that children learn best with support and by building on their existing knowledge (Pound, 2014).
Vygotsky’s theory does not fully complete perhaps as a result of his early death which makes it difficult to develop his theories and expand his empirical evidence nevertheless his ZPD concept leads to discovering new approaches to support children with additional needs (Pound, 2014; Vasileva & Balyasnikova, 2019).
Reflection /Evaluation and next step 
Reflection on teaching practice plays a vital role in a teacher’s professional life. There are several purposes of reflection: to understand and reshape our knowledge, assess, and enhance our actions, and examine our beliefs. Reflection is an ‘ongoing discovery’ in teachers’ professional development life. Being a critical reflective practitioner is vital otherwise they are stuck ‘in unexamined judgements, interpretations, and assumptions’ (Forrest, 2008). Several reflective models can be used in different circumstances, depending on the field of the study undertaken. However, all of them have a framework to follow consecutively (ibid).
While most reflection models involve three steps: experience or observe something, reflect on the experience, and finally drive a conclusion by learning from that experience. The model that suits me as a non-practitioner observer is Kolb’s model of experiential learning which is emphasized learning from experience. The model has four stages (Miettinen, 2000).
The first stage is ‘concrete experience’ as a non-practitioner observer; I had the opportunity to observe a class teaching experience in the school. The second stage is the ‘reflection observation’, which took place when I thought about the incident in the classroom. The third stage is ‘abstract conceptualisation' which is learning from the experience by researching to understand the critical incident in-depth and finally, the fourth stage is ‘active experimentation’ which is covered what I have learned from theories and what I am going to implement in my teaching practice in the future (Miettinen, 2000).
My evaluation of the critical incident mentioned earlier covered cognitive load theory and ZPD theory. The critical incident with student A suggests that it could be subject negatively to cognitive load theory. According to Mayer & Roxana’s (2010) research on multimedia learning, the extraneous load can arise from various sources, such as environmental distractions, presentation format, and the complexity of the material being presented. For instance, Student A's appeared to experience extraneous load results from a noisy classroom and the rapid pace of presentation, as well as the use of PowerPoint slides that require the learner to engage in multiple modes of processing simultaneously listening, reading, and complete tasks. Furthermore, the inclusion of multiple subjects within a single lesson can lead to an increase in intrinsic processing, thereby adding to the overall cognitive load experienced by the learner.  
According to the research of Paas & Merriënboer (2020), the extraneous cognitive load could be increased by other factors such as the learner’s thoughts of failure or distractions in the class environment. Student A appeared to be distracted by the noise in the classroom or appeared overwhelmed by thoughts of failure, as well as appeared to be struggling to focus on multiple sources of information (Sweller & Chandler, 1994).
After reading about the concept of cognitive load, I have come to a deeper understanding of the challenges that students face when learning new material. The literature highlights the importance of reducing the complexity and unfamiliarity of the material, to decrease the cognitive load and make the learning experience more manageable and effective for students. To reduce cognitive load, new topics can be delivered in chunks over the course of a few lessons. Additionally, the multimedia cognitive load can be decreased by reducing the amount of information on PowerPoint slides. PowerPoint presentations could be designed to include only key points, presented in short and simple sentences. Additionally, incorporating more interactive and engaging learning activities could help to reduce cognitive load. Furthermore, according to Paas & Merriënboer (2020) the ‘worked example strategy’ could be implemented by providing a solved example, where learners use their working memory resources to solve the tasks, rather than using a ‘problem-solving strategy’ which causes high extraneous cognitive load (ibid).
Secondly, Vygotsky’s theory of the ZPD was applied in the critical incident mentioned earlier. According to Vygotsky, a child’s social interaction plays a vital role in a child language’s development. It might be beneficial for student A by talking to knowledgeable adults like parents, and teachers or watching the news to be familiar with everyday topics for example health, climate change, environment. This not only develops a child’s knowledge but also builds up his language (Pound, 2014).
In line with Vygotsky's approach, to help student A become more independent in completing tasks, I would consider using collaboration and scaffolding strategies in my teaching practice. Vygotsky believed that social interaction plays a crucial role in children's intellectual development therefore grouping students with different abilities and incorporating group discussions can allow children to learn from each other. Additionally, scaffolding involves offering temporary support and assistance, and gradually withdrawing it as the student becomes more confident. For instance, providing students with definitions of keywords related to topics, or offering 1:1 support while they work on tasks. This way, students can gradually develop their skills and become more independent learners.
According to Dunn & Darlington (2016), I have realized the importance of using a differentiation strategy to better meet the diverse needs of students. By adjusting the content and tasks in a lesson, I can ensure that the presented material is at the right level of difficulty for each individual, which can help reduce their cognitive load. To implement differentiation in my teaching, I plan to create tasks that are specifically designed for different abilities and learning styles. This will allow each student to work at their own pace and on activities that challenge them without overwhelming them. By using differentiation strategies, I hope to help all of my learners reach their full potential and make the most of their educational experiences.
Conclusion
Through this assignment, I used Tripp’s methodology of the critical incident to develop a professional judgment. I have assessed a critical incident and researched to understand the incident in-depth and look at what could lead to a lack of engagement in the lesson. As a result, I found out how the cognitive load and learner ZPD affect the learner’s engagement and the learning process. Analysis of the critical incident helps us to better understand the learner and how to deal with the same incident in the future.
Reflection plays a powerful role in teachers’ life; therefore, reflective practice takes place when teachers undertake a procedure of thinking to find a clear explanation for a confusing situation in their professional life. It is not enough to simply reflect you must take an action; therefore, reflection is a learning process that leads to change in your beliefs, assumptions, and behaviours (Welsh Government, 2015).
Critical reflection is an essential component of being a reflective practitioner. Teachers can evaluate their teaching practice by reflecting on their experiences, including challenging situations such as teaching a subpar lesson. Through this process, teachers can identify their strengths and weaknesses. Reflection can take place before, during, and after the lesson. Before the lesson, teachers can plan and reflect on their teaching strategies. During the lesson, teachers can seek feedback from their students. After the lesson, teachers can listen to the perspectives of other teachers and teaching assistants and modify their teaching approach accordingly. Reflection can also involve engaging with theories and current research in the field.
Reflection is crucial for teachers because it extends their knowledge and their opportunity to gain new skills as well as leads to improving the whole school. During teaching practice, it is important to consider the five professional standards for teaching and leadership, which are ‘pedagogy, collaboration, innovation, professional learning and leadership’  (Welsh Government, 2019).
Self-awareness and effective reflection develop our skills as a teacher and promote us to meet the professional standards for teaching and leadership. 
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