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The Learner: who am I teaching? 
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 

This essay will be an evaluation and an observation of a critical incident within a primary school setting. It will reflect on the critical incident and further research how reflections on critical incidents can positively impact a teacher’s professional development as well as student development.

A critical incident is defined by Tripp (1993, p.8) as ‘an interpretation of the significance of an event’ due to an inference of a professional judgment by an observer, with their interpretation of what happened and the underlying factors or structures that led it to happen. Critical incidents are not always negative. Orly (2011) argued this as, although the word critical is noted in the Cambridge Dictionary (2021) as ‘saying that someone or something is bad or wrong’, a necessary part of critical incident analysis is to understand the context of an action or behaviour and how other professionals’ interpretations have a direct consequence on the development of the incident. 
There are two phases of a critical incident: firstly, observing and noting what was witnessed, and secondly describing what was witnessed, what has happened and the next steps. Being reflective in education is noted by Brock (2015, p.8) as a ‘core value’ and has a ‘key role’ in professional development, while also meeting professional standards and developing research and understanding. 
Therefore, this essay will aim to evaluate and identify the researchers next steps in teaching and learning focusing on the critical incident observed. 
The role of critical reflection 

One could ask oneself why you need to reflect when one can argue that we continually think in the moment. Reed and Canning (2010) explain that the value lies in developing new understanding and insights in behaviours involving feeling and thinking about thoughts and experiences beyond the event.

The University of Cumbria (2016) note that Gibbs’ reflective cycle is a popular model of reflection. Gibbs’ reflective cycle encourages one to think in detail after the event as being more objective to the situation using six stages.  The model is popular because it is a good way to work through either a standalone experience or a situation you go through frequently, for example meetings with a team. Indeed, Gibbs originally wanted to use the model in repeated situations, but the cycle applies equally well for standalone experiences too (University of Edinburgh, 2019). What’s clear about this model is that each stage contains several helpful questions for example in the Description stage- What happened? When and where did it happen? What did you and the others do? What was the outcome of the situation? (University of Edinburgh, 2019). These questions focus the mind of the reflective thinker. 
A unique aspect of Gibbs’ (1988) reflection model is that it considers feelings of the reflector as an element of the cycle. Lagattuta and Hansen (2002) state that feelings are powerful experiences and vital regulators and organisers of everyday experience. However, the reflective thinker needs to be mindful of the fact that certain reflections of the activity may cause the practitioner to highlight the negative over the positive as it is easy to think back and look over what went wrong (Johns, 2013). Whilst it is important to acknowledge the areas that did not work as expected, one must be careful not to overemphasise these as negative outcomes but to look at ways of turning the negatives into positives when the activity is repeated or balance the things that went wrong with the positive outcomes (Johns, 2013).

To be critically reflective, practitioners need to see situations from different perspectives or to start seeing incidents through different lenses. Brookfield (2017) categorised this hypothesis through four lenses: 
· the lens of their own autobiographies as learners of reflective practice, 
· the lens of learners’ eyes, 
· the lens of colleagues’ perceptions, 
· the lens of theoretical, philosophical, and research literature. 
Through reflection, Professional Learning, one of the professional standards for teaching and leadership is met. The Welsh Government (2018) note that teachers should be able to extend their understanding, skills and knowledge as well as be able to challenge themselves through reflection, with this supporting and allowing progression in professional learning and pedagogy. This is quantified by Shandomo (2010) who discovered that by using reflection within teaching, teachers gain understanding in which teaching styles work best for certain children and classes, as well as gaining an understanding of how they are able to grow and develop towards becoming better teachers. Reflection is also noted in the New Curriculum for Wales (2022) to encourage learners to review their progression, identify weaknesses and strengths and to develop thinking. 
Observation School and Class Content 
The observation took place in a primary school in South Wales, which was built in 2011 due to the high demand for Welsh–medium education within the area. The school provides Welsh-medium education from nursery. At present there are 192 pupils aged between 3 and 11 years. The children are arranged into eight classes, including one nursery class with 30 children attending, and one class for each year group (Tan y Lan, 2021). 
An Estyn Report in 2015, noted that around 20% of pupils are eligible for free school meals and 20% of pupils have Additional Learning Needs (ALN) (Estyn, 2015). Although there is not an updated percentage on children eligible for free school meals, The Child Poverty Action Group (2020) noted that there is expected to be a considerable rise in old data figures due to the pandemic and the rise in universal credit claims that have significantly risen since March 2020. The location of the school is noted by the Welsh Government (2020) as above the Welsh national average for deprivation and poverty in terms of few to no qualifications, unemployment, and low weekly income figures. These factors will evidently have an impact on a high percentage of the pupils within the observed class and should be considered within the reflection and evaluation of the critical incident.
To abide by the British Educational Research Association (BERA) ethical guidelines for educational research, all the data collected from the observation should be anonymised as ‘the confidential and anonymous treatment of participants’ is considered the standard for the handling of research’ (BERA, 2018). Throughout this essay the privacy of individuals, participants, and the school will be respected and will accord their rights to confidentiality and anonymity, not disclosing any names or personal information and not naming the school (BERA, 2018). 
Critical Incident Linked to Donaldson’s Four Purposes
Donaldson’s Successful Futures: Independent Review of Curriculum and Assessment Arrangements in Wales (2015), recognised and recommended that the education system in Wales needed to be reformed. Donaldson concluded, after a period of long-term observation and analysis, that the Welsh curriculum needed to differ from the English curriculum, creating an independent system that met the needs of children in Wales taking into consideration their cultural heritage. 
The Four Purposes of the Welsh curriculum aim to encourage learners to become:
· ‘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, 2021).
The critical incident occurred during a Forest School session (see Appendix C). The children – Year 5 and 6 – walked to the local forest, once arrived they were observed immediately gathering into a group circle. After the staff member had spoken to the children regarding rules (that the children had previously decided on with the staff members), all children had the opportunity to discover and explore the woodland area. Many activities and experiences were observed, such as jumping in muddy puddles/water, climbing trees, creating jewellery with leaves and stalks. The observer, however, was drawn to an incident where a child discovered a ladybug crawling over a leaf. The child shouted “I have found a ladybug! Quick!”. This phrase then encouraged the other children to also investigate the finding of the ladybug. The children together started describing its colourings, the size of the ladybug and then started delving into further conversation with questions being asked about its habitat, whether it could fly, what do they eat, are they harmful and do they sleep? The staff member present did not immediately answer the children’s questions but encouraged them to think for themselves, thus developing their further thinking, and encouraged them to research online and in books when they returned to school. Using this investigative approach the member of staff acts as a facilitator of learning, creating a pedagogical relationship reacting to the needs of the child/children learning and being willing to learn with the children, encouraging a child lead learning experience (Welsh Government, 2008).
This critical incident makes direct reference to the third of Donaldson’s four purposes (named above) by encouraging the children to become ethically informed citizens, creating a commitment to understanding and respecting nature which will lead to further knowledge to allow them to sustain the nature in Wales and the world (Welsh Government, 2021). Donaldson states ‘that education of children and young people should include rich experiences that are valuable in their own right’ (Donaldson, 2015, p 38). Through undertaking further research after the incident through reading books or researching online, Donaldson’s first purpose is fostered by allowing the children to explain what they are learning about by undertaking research allowing them to critically evaluate what they have found (Donaldson, 2015). An integral skill to the four purposes is to be a critical thinker and to be able to problem solve, and through further questioning and research, this critical incident allowed the children to become critical thinkers. Therefore expanding not only their knowledge and understanding of the world around them, but also improving and developing their skill of becoming a critical thinker (Welsh Government, 2021).
Literature Review
This critical incident has led me to focus on the importance of outdoor learning and sustainability for the literature review. 

Knight (2011, p.20) notes that children who play and are educated in natural spaces develop a want to protect the environment and natural world around them. Focussing experiences outdoors allows children to grow in knowledge regarding the natural world. Experiences of play in natural spaces motivates children to protect the environment (Knight, 2011). Research shows that children are naturally curious about their surroundings and the world around them. Dewey and Piaget believed that children learn best when their curiosity is satisfied (Aubrey and Riley, 2019, Mooney, 2000, Piaget, 1952). Piaget claims that curiosity drives children’s learning by making them wonder and requires the role of the adult to be someone who nurtures the child’s own search for answers (Aubrey and Riley, 2019). 
The natural world is a rich learning environment for children. Knight (2011, p.139) highlights that it is not just the core curriculum skills that can be developed in natural surroundings; children’s concentration improves along with self-discipline, fine motor skills become more advanced with an improvement with coordination, balance, and healthiness. Being outdoors also encourages children’s imagination whilst also improving cognitive function and developing resilience (Knight, 2011, p.139).  Piaget referred to children as ‘little scientists’ as he believed they learnt best when exploring and making sense of the world around them (Aubrey and Riley, 2019). 

A study by The National Trust (2018) explored contact the children had with nature and how this compared to the experience their parents had in their childhood. The findings stated that children play weekly outside for just four hours, this in comparison to a minimum of 8.2 hours weekly for their parents’ childhoods. The study furthered to note, that ten percent of the children over the past year have not been to a park, beach, forest, or any natural environment. A study by Natural England (2009) evidence this also with research that suggests less than 10 percent of children played in natural environments compared to 40 percent of parents in their childhoods. However, more than 81 percent of children wanted to have freedom outside with parents agreeing but with concern over child safety (Knight, 2011, p.15). Therefore, by allowing children outside during school time to explore nature and the natural environment gives children the opportunity to experience out door settings in a safe and nurturing environment.  
Young children are active learners. Piaget and Vygotsky concur that children’s best learning happens with hands-on sensory and interactive play. Children instinctively bond with the natural world, this is known as biophilia. White and Stoecklin (2008) state that for biophilia to positively impact children there must be developmental opportunities that enable children to learn about the natural environment built on principles of child learning and development. Montessori states the importance of education being all about the child’s perspective by keeping equipment and materials accessible to the children (Aubrey and Riley, 2019). The experiences children gain during childhood should nurture the beginning of children’s passion for the natural world as, during this period in their development, they learn attitudes, values and basic understanding concerning the world now and in the future. Giving children regular positive interactions with natural environments will allow them to feel comfortable and develop empathy and passion about the natural world. It is important that adults supervising children during outdoor learning model positive behaviours and attitudes towards nature as children may be disheartened or model negative behaviours shown by adults (Adams and Beauchamp, 2021).
Dewey (1990), Piaget (1952) and Vygotsky (1967) believed that the developmental theory highlighted the essential need for children to manipulate their environments to be able to learn (Mooney, 2000, p. 62). Loose parts develop children’s physical development by building confidence in their ability to use their bodies, for example, jump, step and balance from a tree trunk or stump. Small loose parts such as stones, acorns, and flowers develop the children’s small muscle and hand eye coordination (Daly and Beloglovsky, 2015, p.9). These ‘loose parts’ also support children’s sense of belonging, their willingness to take risk, inclusiveness and their passion which are all fundamental elements in social emotional development (Daly and Beloglovsky, 2015, p.9). Armitage researched the effectiveness of introducing loose parts into a primary school yard during lunch time. Armitage discovered that by offering loose parts considerably improved inclusion for all children involved and helped better children’s relationships and self-confidence. Adults also reported that the children who worked with loose parts were more engaged, had less disagreements and less bad behaviour than they would when using traditional playground apparatus (Daly and Beloglovsky, 2015, p.9). Research by Louve (2013) reveals that children engage in more imaginative forms of play in green areas than artificial, factory-made play areas. Louve (2013, p.87) also states that nature excites all our senses and therefore remains the richest supply of loose parts. Much like Montessori, Erikson’s theory places great importance on encouraging independence in children from a young age. He believed that children should be given simple choices and through these choices they would gain independence and individuality (Mooney, 2000, p. 55). 
Huckle and Sterling (1996) state that both education for sustainability and The Education for Sustainable Development and Global Citizenship curriculum express the importance of hands-on learning and citizenship, providing opportunities for children to sit on school and eco councils to feel their opinion is heard and valued (Tinney and Hirst, 2017). However, the opportunities for early years children to be involved in these committees appears to be far less than with children in Year 2 and above, which suggests that schools may not feel that early years’ children have the capability to express their views (Symonds, 1996). This might be the case if the children are expected to express themselves as individuals, however, as Vygotsky (1978) and Bruner (1976) believed, shared decision making with supportive older children or adults is viable as they support and scaffold the young children’s learning (Tinney and Hirst, 2017). Early years children are competent learners and demonstrate a sophisticated capacity to think about socio- economic issues (White, 2020) and if environmental issues are introduced early in a child’s life, they have been shown to have a greater impact on their thinking (Siraj-Blatchford, Smith and Pramling-Samuelsson, 2010). Facilitators should, however, avoid burdening young children with worries of present issues such as pollution and waste and climate change but focus should be to create and nurture a healthy world (White, 2020 & Warwick, 2017).
Dewey, Montessori, Steiner and Froebel, understood the importance of direct experiences with nature and natural materials that enhanced learning and development, for example a Montessori setting uses all-natural materials to teach (Mooney, 2000). This experience with natural materials and nature underpins the belief that, strong relationships are forged between children and nature (Davis, 2015). Dewey (1998) and Piaget (1972) state how beneficial ‘hands on’ learning and day to day situations are, which allow opportunities to arise for the children for experimentation, and trial and error (Tinney and Merriman, 2018). Children must be aware of the environmental lessons when sharing nature with other creatures, being aware of native plants, conserving their environments and habitats whilst becoming sustainable learners in gardening, composting and becoming water efficient (Davis, 2015). Barrable (2019) also highlights the importance of being able to engage and notice nature and the environment - that it should be a key focus of a pedagogy connection as it may be as simple as children noting the beauty surrounding them. 
The Foundation Phase and the new curriculum centres itself around the holistic development of the child with the aim to 'develop their skills across the curriculum, building on their previous learning experiences, knowledge and skills' (Welsh Government, 2008b). This is in-line with the Education for Sustainable Development’s prominence on integrated learning that allows the children to build on past experiences (Pearson and Degotardi, 2009; Sterling, 2001: cited by Tinney and Hirst, 2017). 
In 2008, the Education for Sustainable Development and Global Citizenship: A common understanding for Schools (Welsh Government, 2008b) highlighted the significance of  Education for Sustainable Development and Global Citizenship as an interdisciplinary pedagogy and stressed that it must be given equal weighting throughout the curriculum (Tinney and Hirst, 2017). This is supported by Davis (2015) cited by Tinney and Merriman (2018) who note that according to many authors, a productive way to encourage sustainable development is via education. In a review by Estyn in 2014, they discovered that the Education for Sustainable Development and Global Citizenship was becoming more holistic in settings, but practitioners needed further training in the area (Estyn, 2014). 
As stated by Warwick (2017) we are living in times of very real change. This includes higher levels of pollution, environmental degradation and climate change. Therefore, a need for sustainable change is vital in a global society and in 2015 the United Nations created 17 Sustainable Development Goals that cover environmental stewardship (United Nations, no date). In 2016 the Welsh Government created and introduced the Wellbeing of Future Generations Act (2015) as a means of encouraging sustainable development. This Act mirrored the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals and strengthened the framework by creating a comprehensive approach to sustainable development (Welsh Government, 2019). This Act allowed an opportunity for Wales to have clarity on how we reach the goal of sustainability and gave government the opportunity to legislate and provide detail on what sustainable development means for the people of Wales. The New Curriculum for Wales as discussed in Successful Futures (2015) includes the importance placed on young people as informed citizens of Wales who have an understanding of sustainability that should inform their personal views and sense of commitment.



Reflection, Evaluation and Next Steps 
Undertaking reflection is an important element for future teaching practice. Pollard (2008) states that reflection allows teachers to develop and improve their understanding and improve the quality of their teaching as they are able to reflect on the lesson or situation, with both good and bad elements. Reflection also allows an opportunity to consider a lesson or incident once removed from the moment, when emotion and the context has changed, allowing for the reflection to be level, and contemplated. Teachers developing a rational for decisions and practices made through reflection can positively impact their own individual well-being as well as the pupils (Brookfield, 2017). I will be following the stages of Gibbs’s reflective cycle (1988), which will include my feelings, evaluation, analysis, conclusion, and action plan for the future. 
During my two mornings at the placement school, I observed four sessions, and from these sessions, I identified three critical incidents and chose one overall to discuss. The incident that I chose to focus on was a new educational experience for myself – Forest School - that was child led and offered opportunities for holistic growth. The incident was very positive for all pupils and staff, creating learning opportunities from nature and natural resources. 
The critical incident highlighted - and referenced above by Piaget (1952) with support by Mooney (2000) - is that children are naturally curious of their surroundings and nature, and by allowing them to explore in these settings, their curiosity grows, enhancing their love of, and sustainability for, the natural world around them. 
Through research, following the forest school session, I furthered my knowledge and understanding of the importance of outdoor experiences and of incorporating nature into the children’s education, as well as experiencing this during the session. This session inspired me to positively encourage outdoor play within my future lesson plans. Mutz et al (2019) note that the rate of obesity, cardiovascular illnesses, back pain, and mental health are all being affected due to lack of time young people spend immersed in nature, but rather sit behind screen whether that be in schools or at home. Therefore, ensuring lessons are planned outdoors improves the health and well-being of children and incorporates elements of the new curriculum allowing lessons to be cross curricular and at times, child led. 
The staff member involved in the incident responded positively to the children, encouraging them to further question with themselves and each other. Menuhin (1969) discovered that positive attitudes allow for a good teacher/student relationship for all involved and during my observation this was evident as the children were eager to involve the teacher, but the teacher was aware to encourage the children rather than give them outright answers to their questions. 
My analysis of the critical incident is that by creating outdoor lessons and bringing nature into the classroom, allows children to develop respect, understanding and love for the natural world and to become ethically informed citizens. Dewey, Montessori, Steiner and Froebel’s findings help us understand the importance of hands-on experiences with nature and how they enhance children’s education and development (Mooney, 2000). As an NHS (2017) document states, through outdoor play and learning every day, children grow into healthy and fit adults and continue this positive practice into their future. 
I was able to glean valuable information by focusing on the observation, and gained a good understanding and knowledge for my future development. The children were aware that I was observing, however, it had little to no impact on how they responded during the session, and they felt comfortable having me observe their learning. I was aware of this as the children were involving me within their learning and play during the session. During this experience I was a little apprehensive as it was the first time I had visited the school, and I was also concerned I would not witness a critical incident or be aware when one was happening. I was welcomed very warmly by the school, the children and the class teacher and this made the experience and observation reassuring to experience. The critical incidents became clear once I was in the classroom and observing the pupils, teacher and the environment. The experience was positive, especially under the current circumstances with Covid19. I left the school with a critical incident and an idea – the importance of outdoor learning and sustainability – that I wanted to research and develop a deeper understanding of.
This experience and my findings allowed me to better understand the benefits of outdoor learning and how to embrace this within my teaching. An ‘Inspiration Week’ would be an event I would plan to develop, with an understanding of what the children would like to learn about the outdoors and nature, enquiring of any ideas, thoughts, or themes that they would like to further explore. This would allow an opportunity for the children to be actively involved with their education. 
Conclusion 
In conclusion, reflections on critical incidents allow educators an opportunity to gain understanding of their practice – whether positive or negative. Brookfield (2017) notes that critical reflection is a tool that allows educators an opportunity to take informed actions and evolve in their rationale within their practice, creating better teaching experiences and positively effecting their emotional wellbeing and mental health. 
‘The Professional Standards for Teaching and Leadership’ were also met during this critical incident as I was able to reflect and identify future areas to develop such as children’s wellbeing and the importance of outdoor learning. The critical incident displayed a positive and effective way of encouraging children to be involved with nature, discovering it in a safe environment, and socially with peers. Developing the emotional wellbeing of the children, encouraged by teachers to explore, boosted their self-confidence and enjoyment for learning. 
Throughout this critical incident, the importance of outdoor learning and sustainability has, for the observer, become a clear objective for future teaching. 
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