A critical evaluation and the identification of next teaching and learning steps focusing on a case study of an individual learner or a group of learners, based on an observed critical incident.
Introduction
Critical evaluation is an important part of any profession, and teaching is no exception. To aid teachers in this respect, Tripp (1993) created the concept of ‘critical incidents’, which could be described as any event or phenomenon, not merely in the classroom but in the school as a whole, which we are able to attribute significance to. Although the word ‘critical’ may bring to mind life-threatening incidents, a critical incident refers to any occurrence we view as a problem, a challenge or simply interesting (Thompson and Wolstencroft, 2021). As critical incidents promote critical evaluation, they can allow teachers to develop knowledge of practices, assess if practices are producing the desired effect, and facilitate reflective practice and the development of critical thinking skills (Badia et al., 2021). 
If critical incidents can be viewed in the context of the whole school, they can also be viewed in the context of the holistic education and development of pupils, which is an approach in which the education and development of all a child’s needs are considered: spiritual, physical, emotional and academic (Miller et al., 2019). Thus a critical incident can occur in any part of a school, and concern any of these attributes with regards to pupil development. This essay will focus on one critical incident, which occurred during observations of secondary school lessons, and the concepts surrounding it, such as positive peer pressure and schemas, which will be fully explained in the literature review. These concepts will be critically evaluated, and possible future steps considered for the improvement of teaching practices. 
The role of critical reflection
There has always been a requirement for critical reflection, not only for professionals but for humanity as a whole: ‘thus saith the LORD of hosts: consider your ways’ (Haggai 1:7, KJV). For teachers, critical reflection is essential in professional practice, and it requires practitioners to question what we are confronted with, even when the concept in question is a matter of tradition and universally accepted by practitioners (Eales-Reynolds et al., 2013). By critically reflecting on our practices, a teacher can benefit themselves, and by sharing our findings we can assist our colleagues in shaping their practices (Thompson and Wolstencroft, 2021). However, as has been noted by Brookfield (1990), critical reflection must be done carefully, in a way that does not cause those reflecting to lose confidence or suffer any harm. 
The education system in Wales has been recently overhauled, due to the poor performance of Welsh pupils, especially when compared with pupils globally, with the introduction of a new curriculum based around the four purposes in Donaldson (2015), which will be fully explained in the literature review. To facilitate this, initial teacher education in Wales, which was previously deemed inadequate, also changed considerably (Furlong et al., 2021), and both student teachers and lecturers in education are encouraged to critically reflect, and to allow themselves to be critically analysed by their peers. On newly introduced school-led training days, critical analysis and reflection plays an important role. 
The twelve pedagogical principles established by Donaldson (2015) also concern critical reflection. Only one of them, number four, makes reference to critical reflection, under the guise of ‘critical thinking’, as teachers are to promote creative and critical thinking through their approaches in the classroom. However, critical reflection of the part of the teacher is a prerequisite, as the approaches that best fulfil this requirement must be identified and improved to have the required effect. The other eleven principles also require critical thinking in this capacity, especially number ten, in which teachers are to facilitate pupils to hold themselves accountable for their own learning. Although labelled metacognition in Donaldson (2015), critical reflection is present, and is encouraged to allow the learning skills of pupils to be developed. As part of this requires pupils to observe their learning, the use of critical reflection, and even critical incidents if taught, is a necessity. 
Observation: school and class context
In accordance with the British Ethical Guidelines for Education Research (BERA, 2018), which acknowledges the rights of subjects to confidentiality and privacy, all reasonable steps have been taken to anonymise the data presented in this essay, for all parties concerned. 
The observations on which this essay is based occurred in a unisex, comprehensive English-medium school that accommodates pupils aged eleven to eighteen, and at the time of the latest Estyn inspection in 2015 (Estyn, 2018), 1002 pupils were enrolled, of which 112 were in the sixth form. The school is situated in Sketty, Swansea, in the local authority Swansea. 
More than a third of pupils, 38%, live in the 20% most deprived areas in Wales. Compared to the national average of 17.5%, 26% of pupils qualify for the provision of free school meals. The number of pupils with additional learning needs (ALN), 23%, is higher than the national average of 20.1%. A specialist teaching facility is in place to provide education for the fifteen pupils whose ALN are considered moderate. Around a quarter of pupils do not identify as white British, while English is an additional language for 12% of enrolled pupils (Estyn, 2018). 
The school was rated excellent in the inspection, especially regarding key stage four, and the provisions for pupils with English as a second language, yet recommendations were made for the promotion of the use of the Welsh language outside Welsh classes, and the improvement of attendance. Despite the deprivation experienced by a significant proportion of the pupils, the school was stated to be highly effective at mitigating its impact on pupil outcomes (Estyn, 2018). 
Critical incident linked to Donaldson’s four purposes:
The notes made at the time of the critical incident can be found as Appendix A. For the sake of comparison with other critical incidents observed at the same time, two further examples have been included as Appendices B and C. 
A large year eight class, containing several pupils known to exhibit challenging behaviour, and several with ALN, was taught drama in a specially designed room. The COVID pandemic prevented the assignment of a specialised teacher the previous academic year, and consultation with the teacher revealed several of the pupils were well-known by the senior management for their poor behaviour. 
The subject was Shakespearean insults, and the teacher demonstrated the ways in which they are traditionally acted. The children were then sorted into groups, and tasked with creating a short scene depicting an argument, in which the pupils were to use these insults. After a short period, the teacher invited the groups onto a mock stage in which to demonstrate their compositions. 
It was at this point that the critical incident occurred. One male pupil, stated by the teacher to have an (undisclosed) ALN, and extremely shy, to the point where the presence of an observer in the room left him nauseated, refused to join his group on the stage, even though the other members were willing to do so. 
The teacher tried to compel him several times to join the group without success, at which point she changed tactics. Turning to the others in the class, she asked who thought he should take part, at which point every pupil raised their hands, which compelled him to get up and perform with the rest of the group. His performance, while not perfect, was praised by the teacher, and his confidence did seem higher afterwards. By involving the class in compelling him to participate, this is an example of ‘positive peer pressure’. 
This critical incident can be linked to the four purposes of Donaldson (2015). As will be explained fully in the literature review, anxiety has many detrimental effects, and by enabling him to start to overcome it, the teacher has fulfilled some of these purposes. The pupil may be healthier than he would have been if he was not compelled to face his shyness, and the end result will be that he is more confident than he otherwise would have been. By demonstrating to him that anxiety does not have to be an impediment to daily activities, it is certainly possible he will be more ambitious when facing challenges in the future, and in overcoming his anxiety he will become a more capable learner. In addition, especially if he begins to find methods in which to continue to overcome his anxiety, he may, as a consequence, become more enterprising and creative. Of course, when critically reflecting on this, these statements are speculative, and there is no way of knowing the possible consequences of one incident viewed in isolation. 
Literature review:
The purposes and benefits of critical reflection have been considered in earlier sections, but the process of doing so has not. The observation of classes and the creation of critical incidents is a form of critical reflection (Tripp, 1993), especially if the goal is for the individual to inform and alter practice. There are many models associated with reflective practice, such the learning circle proposed by Kolb (1984), the reflection cycle in Gibbs (1988), a more extensive model in Argyris and Schön (1978), a four-step approach (referred to as ‘lenses’) in Brookfield (1995), and a comprehensive nine-step approach in Zwozdiak-Myers (2012). To fully explain all the possible models of critical reflection is beyond the scope of this essay, but one will be described in greater detail. 
In Brookfield (1995) four lenses are described, by which an individual can accomplish the otherwise exceptionally difficult task of identifying their own assumptions. These are the observations of pupils (what are the effects of our practices on those we are teaching?), the perceptions of our peers (what elements of our practice occur without our conscious observation?), our own experiences (what can we learn about effective practice from being learners ourselves?) and published research (what can the peer-reviewed experiences of educators teach us?). To be most effective, this method of reflection should be applied on a regular schedule, for example daily or monthly. It is recommended that all four lenses are applied to the topic of interest to gain a full understanding (Gravells, 2017). 
It has been stated that the subjective nature of an individual’s experiences may hinder critical reflection, which makes the input of peers, pupils and academic reading of high importance (Thompson and Wolstencroft, 2021). However, the potential problems with this model of reflection are evident upon closer inspection. Pupils, if asked for their perspectives, may be reluctant to give honest answers, for fear of causing offence or of losing favour with the teacher, whereas peers may also be reluctant for the same reasons, or simply unable to perceive the weaknesses of a particular practice. In addition, the published literature is by no means exhaustive, and not every aspect of teaching has been considered or researched in great detail, if at all. In addition, as Hramiak and Hudson (2013) considered the intuition of practitioners extremely important, the additional lenses may hinder critical reflection if they prevent the individual making what they know, or at least strongly suspect, to be the right changes to their practice, especially if research is limited and the opinions of peers are subjective.
More generally, arguments against critical reflection in the published literature are largely emotional. The term critical reflection as a whole was criticised in Brookfield (2009), who had already warned of its dangers in Brookfield (1990), on the basis that reflection does not need to be critical, and the addition of the word ‘critical’ led the reader to believe the reflection was more philosophical and intellectual than necessary. This argument implies the author merely believed the term to be pretentious. Fook and Askeland (2007) noted that, if the reflection involves concepts that are instilled within a society, challenging them may result in detrimental effects, such as anxiety, and be met with intransigence. In addition, if subconscious assumptions unpleasant to the subject are manifested, the individual may feel threatened, and the overall experience may be negative. In some workplace cultures, critical reflection may be feared, especially when individuals are reflecting on the practices of each other, for example social workers (Fook and Askeland, 2007). These negative effects of critical reflection, it appears, can be avoided with an emotional ‘step back’, and viewed with regards to the overall benefits of this practice. These problems may not even be as significant as they appear, as Hramiak and Hudson (2013) stated critical reflection is supposed to be challenging, thus this discomfort may simply be a normal part of the process. 
It has been noted, however, that the benefits of reflection are largely personal, such as improved relationships with colleagues and pupils, rather than professional (Korthagen and Wubbels, 1995), and there is a lack of evidence that reflection results in improvements in the creativity and innovation of educators (Cornford, 2002), although experimental studies are relatively few in number. This may be partly the result of influential researchers such as Gore (1987), who did not consider the benefits of reflection amenable to examination through quantitative methods, thus it may simply be challenging experimentally to capture the benefits of reflection, which would explain why, when Cornford (2002) reviewed such studies, the majority either demonstrated no benefits of reflective practice, or very weak benefits. It is certainly likely, given the benefits mentioned in previous sections in this essay, that there are many advantages towards critical reflection in the teaching profession, yet are difficult to assess via conventional experiments. More recent studies, such as those reviewed in Tembrioti and Tsangaridou (2014), have found benefits of reflection, especially when those studies include the review of video recordings by the reflectors and considerable feedback from peers and assessors. 
Peer pressure can be defined as the influence our peers have over us, behaviourally, psychologically or otherwise, and is often seen in teenagers as they are more likely to seek approval from their social groups and mirror their behaviour (Moldes et al., 2019). Peer pressure has a bad reputation, associated with the consumption of alcohol and illicit substances, unprotected sex and other high-risk behaviours (‘stunts’ such as climbing obstacles or racing vehicles) (McCoy et al., 2019), and was found to partially explain the abnormally high proportion of fatalities among young drivers in France (Gheorghiu et al., 2015). The attitudes of a pupil’s friends have been found to strongly influence attitudes towards school, in addition to academic performance (Toraman and Aycicek, 2019), and has been linked to poor behaviour, including increased gang participation (Adeniyi and Jinadu, 2021). 
However, researchers are beginning to appreciate peer pressure may in some cases be beneficial. For example, Costello and Hope (2016) examined the ability of peer pressure to steer individuals away from criminal activity, whereas all previous research had considered the opposite effect. Boruah (2016) noted peer pressure could increase rates of physical activity, healthy eating, altruistic behaviour, school engagement, school enjoyment and positive socialisation, although no suggestions for how this positive peer pressure could be cultivated were made. The ‘good behaviour game’, used to reduce disruptions in classrooms by separating pupils into teams, and awarding or subtracting points based on their behaviour, was observed to reduce negative peer pressure, not increase it as hypothesised (Groves and Austin, 2019), thus the key to increasing positive peer pressure may lie with educators. 
Anxiety is a common medical condition, especially in adolescents as they may be more vulnerable to it, and has increased in frequency among this age group considerably as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic (Varma et al., 2021). Shyness, or social anxiety disorder, characterised by discomfort in the presence of strangers, and a general fear of attention from others, is associated with the avoidance of situations in which this is likely to occur, and has been strongly linked to problems in school and poor academic achievement (Vilaplana-Pérez et al., 2021). Shy children may also face additional social problems, as they are believed to lack empathy and their academic ability is falsely perceived to be lower than it is (Zava et al., 2021). They are also significantly more likely to be bullied than their peers, including cyberbullying (Zhao et al., 2022), which is a growing concern as social media plays an ever increasingly role in the lives of adolescents. 
Individuals with anxiety tend to engage in avoidance behaviours to reduce the discomfort experienced (Arnaudova et al., 2017), which would appear to be a legitimate method of coping with this condition. However, this is a fallacy, and avoidance behaviours act only to strengthen the trigger for the anxiety and the discomfort experienced (Hofmann and Hay, 2018), so much so that carefully controlled exposure, ‘exposure therapy’, is a recognised treatment for anxiety disorders. On this basis, it may be in the best interests of shy children to be encouraged to engage even in situations they find uncomfortable, and at least one study has recommended nurturing such pupils to increase their academic achievement (Chishti et al., 2018). 
Schools, due to the large amounts of time pupils spend on the premises, and the ability to address psychological problems in the context of their academic effects, make them of great value for the treatment of mental health disorders (Huberty, 2012). Korem (2019) considered it crucial that shy pupils are supported in schools, as teachers are able to monitor these individuals and set tasks to alter their behaviour, for example to increase their assertiveness and social skills (Greco and Morris, 2001), although the belief these pupils do not require additional support is prevalent among teachers, as is uncertainty as to how to best provide this support (Korem, 2016). As these pupils are not inherently disruptive, their needs may even be unnoticed by the teachers in their classes, especially if their peers exhibit challenging behaviours (Nyborg et al., 2022). It may also be possible that, since teachers consider these pupils to be of lower intelligence and academic ability (Coplan et al., 2011), they may even consider shy pupils unworthy of this support, although this requires further research to confirm. 
One theory of learning is constructivism, in which learning occurs through the active process of mental construction, which requires new information to be added to the body of knowledge a learner already possesses (Pritchard, 2017), rather than considering knowledge an external phenomenon directly transferred from one individual to another, so differs from other theories such as cognitivism (Thompson and Wolstencroft, 2021). For decades constructivism has been an advocated approach, yet has been criticised on the basis humans developed to obtain knowledge from others, rather than constructing it ourselves, possible problems when vastly contradicting knowledge is introduced, limitations in working memory, and experimental evidence which demonstrated learning was greater in subjects that studied solved mathematical problems than those that solved them directly (Duffy and Tobias, 2009). 
Schemas, first proposed by Piaget (Piaget et al., 1969), are an important part of constructivism, and could be considered ‘containers’ by which existing knowledge resides, and by which new information is assimilated, and are of significance as they are the means by which we interpret the world. These schemas are unique to the individual (Widmayer, 2004, Thompson and Wolstencroft, 2021). If, for example, a person suffered from anxiety, and believed they could not perform an action without suffering great harm, this belief would be held within a schema. If at a later date they managed to perform the action, the schema would have to change to accommodate the knowledge they can perform the task, and the anxiety disorder may be weakened. This is the basis of the exposure therapy mentioned above, which is a method of treatment for anxiety (Hofmann and Hay, 2018). 
Reflection/evaluation and next steps
The critical incident chosen for this essay involved a male pupil being encouraged to participate in an activity through the application of positive peer pressure, which in the literature review has been established as a valid emerging tool. This was worthy of study as it facilitated independent learning, through reading the published literature, and allowed this tool to be assessed in an academic context. There is room for its use in the classroom, especially with pupils who are normally shy or otherwise anxious, although a great deal of research needs to be performed to ascertain how best it can be used, any contraindications or other detrimental effects, and its suitability for different age groups. It is certainly possible that it may work well for one subject and year group, but not another subject or a different year group. Also, as the class contained pupils known for their challenging behaviour, the use of positive peer pressure could encourage the pupils to behave. 
Critical reflection has been an important part of this essay, and to critically reflect on the above paragraph, it would be unwise to base teaching practices on one observation of a single pupil at one point in time, which makes the additional research of even greater importance. However, if it can be demonstrated, as the published literature suggests, that positive peer pressure is a safe and effective technique, it would be sensible for a practitioner to incorporate it into their practice, alongside a variety of other techniques that can also be attempted. To reintroduce Brookfield (1995), this matter has been viewed through the lenses of published research and personal experience, but not through those of pupil observation and peer perception. To fully engage with this reflective model, the latter lenses must be used to gain a wider perspective. 
In the journey to becoming a practising teacher, critical reflection will be key, if only because it leads to such concepts such as positive peer pressure being uncovered. For example, as a teacher in Wales must adhere to the promotion of the four purposes of Education and the twelve pedagogical principles (Donaldson, 2015), critical reflection will allow constant evaluation and improvement to ensure their classes are succeeding in this respect. If a practitioner is to become more effective in other areas, such as lesson planning and classroom management, constant critical reflection will be key, and the four lenses mentioned above will ensure the problem will be considered in as wide a perspective as possible. 
The professional standards for teachers and leaders (Welsh Government, 2017), centred around pedagogy, collaboration, innovation, professional learning and leadership also require critical reflection, for example the constant refining and introduction of new techniques will fulfil the criteria for innovation. The four lenses will be particularly useful, as the need for collaboration matches the peer perception lens, and the requirement for professional learning matches the public research lens. It may be a good idea for practitioners to adopt the four lenses to assist them in meeting the various criteria that exist in the teaching profession in Wales today. There is no reason why these lenses, or at least a model of reflection, could not also be used for personal development, occurring outside the classroom, which may enable the critical thinking skills of the researcher, and their ability to reflect upon situations they encounter, to improve at a faster rate than it would if these things were limited to professional use (Thompson and Wolstencroft, 2021). The personal life of the practitioner may improve in step with their professional development, if properly utilised. 
Conclusion
This essay was based on a critical incident observed in a secondary school, which was analysed with regards to the published literature, with recommendations made for further research. The role of critical reflection, models of reflection and other topics relevant to the critical incident, such as positive peer pressure, shyness in pupils and how the former may be used to overcome the latter, were also discussed and critically evaluated. It was stated that, while positive peer pressure may also have benefits in other aspects of education, such as classroom management, further research is needed in this emerging area to ensure the technique is most effectively and safely utilised. 
A case was made for the use of the four lenses (Brookfield, 1995) as a reflective model, to allow the greatest perspective of a problem or phenomenon to be obtained, and this model will be used in my practice to ensure the constant improvement needed if I am to be as effective a practitioner as possible. However, it was noted that the lens of pupil observation needed careful implementation to allow it to be of greatest use, and the lens of peer perception needed to be as objective as possible to avoid a distortion of an otherwise valuable source of information. 
It was also stated that the four lenses would enable me to develop practices that best implemented the four purposes for education and the twelve pedagogical principles (Donaldson, 2015). The four lenses were also stated to be of importance when considering the professional standards for teachers and leaders (Welsh Government, 2017), especially as the areas of professional learning and collaboration are met by the lenses of public research and peer perception, respectively. On this basis it is recommended to make full use of the four lenses for critical reflection, and to continue utilising critical incidents, to allow me to develop the best practices for future teaching. It is also recommended that I continue to view pupil development in holistic terms, rather than focusing solely on improving their academic achievement. 
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