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Introduction

The current study will evaluate and identify the next teaching and learning steps based on an observed critical incident. A critical incident is described by Tripp as:

An interpretation of the signiﬁcance of an event. To take something as a critical       incident is a value judgement we make, and the basis of that judgement is the signiﬁcance we attach to the meaning of the incident.
(Tripp, 2011, pp.8). 

Tripp (2011) further described that a critical incident is not always a great, obvious event as the word ‘critical’ suggests but often rather presents itself more subtlety which incorporates the way an observer interprets such an incident. Moreover, it exists beyond observation as it provides a gateway to attach theoretical principles or meanings following the incident as part of reflection on one’s own pedagogy. Critical reflection is vital for teachers’ professional development as it provides a deeper understanding of such events resulting in greater self-awareness and questioning of their own pedagogy (Richards and Farrell, 2010; Joshi, 2018).

The current study will begin by evaluating the role of critical reflection in relation to teaching. It will provide an opportunity to attach reflective models and discuss why reflection is important within initial teacher education and curriculum reform in Wales. Following this, the observed critical incident will be explained along with an overview of the context of the class and school. This will feed into analysis of the critical incident which will be linked with Donaldson’s Four Purposes (Donaldson, 2015), describing how pupils demonstrated these purposes. A literature review will then be conducted which will explore previous studies and theories surrounding the critical incident to provide next steps in professional development.


Role of Critical Reflection

Theories around critical reflection have developed, incorporating multiple factors in different contexts which highlights the reason for various definitions. Critical reflection in education was developed by Dewey who detailed that reflection is not just remaining in a routine and teaching classes but being active, and thinking intelligently about practice (1933, cited in Farrell, 2012, p. 9). More recent frameworks have developed from this such as Schön’s (1991) reflective practice model which incorporated ‘reflection in action’ which echoes the reality of the classroom, where teachers are required to act instantly during an event. Additionally, the model incorporates reflection after the event where teachers may act differently from knowledge gained from ‘reflection on action’ when faced with a similar event in the future.  

Critical reflection is frequently associated with professional development within teaching, more specifically in “raising educational standards, performance management and whole-school improvement planning” (Zwozdiak-Myers, 2012, p.3). In relation to educational standards, Nye, Konstantopoulos and Hedges (2004) found that student achievement gains were dependent upon teacher effectiveness, further highlighting the importance of reflective practice. Furthermore, there are many conflicts as to what constitutes an effective teacher due to extenuating variables beyond just achievement and attainment surrounding the complex role of a teacher (Stronge, 2018). Teachers must support diversity which incorporates gender issues and cultural differences and includes learners with additional learning needs whilst keeping up with technology in this rapidly developing world (Zwozdiak-Myers, 2012).  The classroom is a microcosm of society; therefore, it is the duty of a teacher to be critically reflective to prepare for the complex and constantly changing learning environment (Zwozdiak-Myers, 2012; Bećirović and Bešlija, 2018). The notion of the continually developing classroom to facilitate learners is particularly relevant within Wales and the introduction of the new 2022 curriculum. Critical reflection is essential for existing teachers in diversion from the 2008 to the 2022 curriculum in order to provide effective learning experiences and to encourage learners to advance through progression steps (Welsh Government, 2022). Moreover, learners need to meet Donaldson’s Four Purposes which amplifies the role of critical reflection within this new curriculum to ensure that pupils are meeting these purposes facilitated by effective teacher practice (Donaldson, 2015). 

In addition to teachers transitioning to a new curriculum, reflective practice has had a great influence on initial teacher education when guiding students through education and into the classroom (Rushton and Suter, 2012). Within the 2022 Welsh curriculum, critical reflection is required for teachers in initial teacher education to meet the professional standards required for qualified teacher status which include pedagogy, collaboration, professional learning, leadership, and innovation. The professional standards aim to set expectations for new teachers, enable reflective practice, identify areas for further development and provide autonomy over performance management (Welsh Government, 2022). Overall, being critically reflective on the initial teacher education journey allows teachers to develop teaching and learning, provide necessary change and comply with regulations (Rushton and Suter, 2012, p.3).


Observation School and Class Context

The description of this obervation will follow BERA (2018) guidelines which ensures that pupils, staff, the school and teachers will remain anonymous. This will remain consistent throughout the current study where it takes into account: 

The confidential and anonymous treatment of participants’ data is considered the norm for the conduct of research. Researchers should recognise the entitlement of both institutions and individual participants to privacy, and should accord them their rights to confidentiality and anonymity.
(BERA, 2018, pp. 21)

The observation took place within a large, English medium primary school in Pembrokeshire. The school has 659 pupils on roll from ages 3 to 11 across 23 mixed classes and a nursery where 62 children attend full-time (Estyn, 2017; My Local School, 2021). Additionally, the school has two classes for those who have a diagnosis of autistic spectrum conditions between ages 3 and 11 who come from across the local authority (Estyn, 2017).

The school has identified that 25% of pupils have additional learning needs and 10 pupils also had a statement of special educational needs (Estyn, 2017). Very few pupils speak welsh at home and 29.5% of pupils are eligible for free school meals which is much higher than the national average of 19% (Estyn, 2017; My Local School, 2021). 5.4% of pupils are of a black, asian and minority ethnic background (My Local School, 2021). 

The school had an attendance of 93.8% in 2019 and was in the top 25% of attendance figures when compared to similar schools in 2017 (Estyn 2017; My Local School, 2021). Moreover, the school takes pride in providing excellent learning experiences, having an extensive range of extra-curricular activities and making use of local areas.


The Critical Incident 

The observation took place within a peer assessment activity on a creative writing piece which pupils had previously written on an ipad. The creative writing encouraged pupils to build complex sentences around the theme of a fairytale story. The critical incident within the observation occurred when pupils engaged in a peer review task of each other’s extended writing stories. The teacher instructed pupils to work in pairs which was chosen by the teacher. Pupils were instructed by the teacher to read and edit each other’s stories together, one at a time on an ipad.  The stories had previously been read and assessed by the teacher who inserted one-word prompts on the ipad such as ‘HOW?’, ‘WHY?’ and ‘ADJECTIVE’ to encourage pupils to extend their sentences. The critical incident observed by the researcher occurred independently, without any prompts on their work made by the teacher. The pupil’s story read “Tom gave Jack blue beans in a wooden basket”. The pupil marking the work then asked their peer “what kind of blue?”. The author of the story then responded to their peer and added “dark” before the word “blue” to extend their sentence. In sum, the critical incident within this observation was the successful implementation of peer assessment, whereby two pupils engaged in verbal exchange and a pupil acted upon feedback from their assessor when taking part in paired peer assessment of their creative story writing. 

When considering Donaldson’s four purposes, both pupils in the critical incident demonstrated that they were ‘enterprising creative contributors’ (Donaldson, 2015). More specifically, the pupils were able to ‘lead and play different roles in teams effectively and responsibly’. The peer assessor took lead in giving feedback to their peer which shows they were the leader in that team. Moreover, the recipient of the feedback evidenced that they were able to play their role in the team effectively and responsibly as the suggestions made by the peer assessor were taken onboard and applied within their story. The peer assessor was also able to ‘identify and grasp opportunities’ as the pupil identified their role as the peer assessor and what it entails, grasping at the opportunity to fulfil this role without using the comments made by the teacher. Additionally, the peer assessor was able to ‘give of their energy and skills so that other people will benefit’. The pupil achieved this by adding what they know and passing the skill of building sentences to their peer so that they will benefit by improving their work. This was evidenced by the pupil asking their peer “what kind of blue?” and the peer responding, using this skill within their work. 

Literature Review

The critical incident displayed a verbal interaction between two pupils. A peer assessor delivered verbal feedback to their peer and as a result, the pupil understood the feedback given and proceeded to act upon it. This leads to further investigation into the implementation of peer assessment to enhance learning. Furthermore, this opens avenues to comparing peer assessment against teacher assessment, alongside teacher assessment and its use in different modes and contexts.

Peer assessment has been a method of assessment used within education, most commonly as part of formative assessment (Black et al. 2003). Peer assessment used in a formative way views teaching, learning and assessment together, ensuring assessment is a constant process to regulate teaching and learning (Wiliam, 2002; Fautley and Savage, 2008). This is different to previous methods of assessment which view teaching and learning as a separate construct to assessment (Graue, 1993). Formative assessment within education was implemented and developed further from the findings of Black and Wiliam (1998). Furthermore, within assessment for learning and formative assessment, peer assessment is an integral element alongside self-assessment, questioning, sharing criteria and feedback (Black and Wiliam, 1998). This peer assessment can look different depending on how work is assessed and fed back to pupils. More specifically, peer assessment can be delivered in various modes including online, verbally through discussions and in written form through marking (Biber, Nekrasova and Horn, 2011). The critical incident observed involved a pupil responding to peer assessment delivered verbally as opposed to responding to written comments made by the teacher. Verbal feedback delivered by teachers and pupils has been perceived positively in the class (Agricola, Prins and Sluijsmans, 2020; Colognesi et al. 2020). More specifically it has previously been viewed as more effective, useful, and instant than written feedback, especially in the development of speaking skills (Agricola, Prins and Sluijsmans, 2020; Colognesi et al. 2020). Written feedback has been viewed in previous studies as difficult to understand, brief and timely (Ferguson, 2011). Brookhart (2008) adds to this and describes that reading ability could limit understanding of feedback, therefore decisions about the modality should be considered. Peer marking also does not allow for interpersonal benefits such as discussions which deepen learning and opportunities to describe why a certain grade has been given which results in perceptions of unfairness (Panadero, 2016). Despite this, there is still a place for peer marking in the assessment of writing tasks, where Biber, Nekrasova and Horn (2011) found written feedback to be more effective than verbal feedback. Additionally, Panadero (2016) highlights that peer marking could provide useful during summative assessment using rubrics. Despite this claim, the requirement for pure summative assessment is lessened within the curriculum for Wales 2022 which has an emphasis on assessment for learning where even the use of summative assessment is perceived to be more effective when used in a formative way (Black and Wiliam, 1998; Welsh Government, 2022).

Comparisons of different modes of peer assessment have been made which informs practitioners how peer assessment can be applied. Additionally, practitioners need to be informed of the effectiveness of peer assessment and how this compares with other types of assessment such as that from a teacher. One study has suggested that peer assessment was more effective than teacher feedback (Olson, 1990). They found that students who had partners to give feedback on their first draft performed better on their final draft than those who only received prior instructions from a teacher. Black et al. (2003) supplemented the findings by Olson (1990) who stated that students are able to gain valuable skills and knowledge from peers which are not available in other methods. Furthermore, Topping (2009) attributed the unique benefits of feedback from pupil to pupil to the different dynamics when compared with between teacher and pupil as both groups elicit different reactions. Findings also point out that feedback from a pupil allows for greater conversation and negotiation, whereas from a teacher it is more authoritative which limits discussion (Cole, 1991, cited in Topping, 2009, p. 22). Another advantage that pupils have when becoming the assessor is an understanding of their own strengths and weaknesses (Panadero, 2016). This links peer assessment to self-assessment which has been highlighted by Reinholz (2016) who detailed that peer assessment and self-assessment support each other through their interlinking components. 

Despite the benefits of peer assessment being stressed, there have been challenges associated with incorporating peer assessment within the classroom. Teachers from an experimental study who incorporated formative peer assessment within their teaching outlined the challenges they found with this method following a 20-month follow-up (Zlabkova et al. 2021). They stated that they found peer assessment required a lot of planning and thinking to incorporate it within their sessions. This time-consuming element is further cemented by Black et al. (2003) who detailed that although peer assessment is effective in the long term, in the short term, pupils need ample time to understand the process and the requirements of their own learning. In addition to internal factors and the need to understand their own learning, external factors have also been found to have an impact on effective peer assessment. Friendships and previous beliefs of others impacted students’ ability for effective peer assessment in a study by Panadero (2016) and it is here where the anonymity of peer assessment could provide useful (Rotsaert et al. 2017; Vanderhoven et al. 2015). When combined with formative peer assessment, anonymity was successful (Rotsaert et al. 2017). Although when anonymity was combined with summative peer assessment when determining pupils’ final grades, pupils were inaccurate in identifying different contributors to a task (Sridharan, Tai and Boud, 2019). While anonymous peer assessment has been found to be effective in mitigating interpersonal and social effects, it does subtract the element of discussion and interpersonal, collaborative factors which are valuable within peer assessment (Panadero, 2016). Furthermore, it is important to note that these studies involved secondary and university students as studies surrounding anonymous peer assessment within primary schools were limited. Furthermore, secondary, and higher education students have different requirements for their learning than primary pupils, therefore the effectiveness of anonymity within these settings may have elicited different effects. With consideration of Donaldson’s (2015) purposes, learners need to ‘explain the ideas and concepts they are learning about’ within ‘ambitious, capable learners’ and ‘give of their energy and skills so that other people will benefit’ within ‘enterprising, creative contributors’, therefore further research surrounding anonymity in primary schools is not warranted due to the difficulty in meeting these purposes.

Despite the challenges of peer assessment implementation, overall, teachers found learning to be improved and found that the students reacted positively, actively engaging in peer assessment (Panadero, 2016; Zlabkova et al. 2021). This agrees with the critical incident observed which also gave evidence for the success of peer assessment and when combined with previous literature, provides evidence for the benefits outweighing the challenges. 
The challenges of peer assessment were most commonly down to the time it took for pupils to learn to engage in peer assessment effectively (Black et al. 2003; Zlabkova et al. 2021). Furthermore, even though peer assessment is suggested to be time-consuming in the short term, the skills gained during learning how to peer assess such is invaluable. 

In sum, peer assessment can be used in a formative or summative way, and it can be used in the absence of or as a supplement to teacher feedback. Whatever the context, peer assessment is valuable in the learning of pupils and can each be applied with consideration of the ability and needs of the children. The notion of the effectiveness of peer assessment used in a formative way coincides with the curriculum for Wales 2022 which follows from discoveries by Black (1998). Furthermore, peer assessment is most effective in the mode of verbal feedback for primary education students as it could be a facilitator for ‘ambitious capable learners’ and ‘enterprising contributors’ within Donaldson’s (2015) four purposes which is further supported by the critical incident.


Reflection and Next Steps

The critical incident gave the researcher insight into how peer assessment can be used within the classroom as a part of formative assessment and assessment for learning. Furthermore, the researcher discussed whether peer assessment can be used instead of or alongside teacher assessment and how peer assessment can be applied to help learners achieve Donaldson’s (2015) four purposes.

Previous research has generally had a positive outlook on peer assessment, especially when paired with formative assessment (Olson, 1990; Topping, 2009). Previous research has informed me of the unique benefits that peer assessment is able to incorporate which the teacher would not be able to do. These benefits include deep discussion, negotiation (Cole, 1991, cited in Topping, 2009, p. 22), understanding of their own strengths and weaknesses (Panadero, 2016) and more wide-reaching (Agricola, Prins and Sluijsmans, 2020). Despite previous research and the critical incident providing evidence for peer assessment and literature suggesting the unique benefits which a teacher could not provide, there is still a need for teacher assessment. The teacher also needs to understand the needs of their pupils as well as the pupils needing to understand their own learning. Sridharan, Tai and Boud (2019) found peer assessment to be inaccurate when determining final grades, therefore it is important for the teacher to be involved in summative assessment. Based on this evidence, I will use peer assessment within areas of learning for pupils to gain knowledge of what they learnt but not within formal assessments to inform the teacher of what the pupils know accurately. Therefore, in this instance, I as the teacher would assess. The critical incident saw the learner provide feedback effectively to their peer within creative writing which had already been marked by the teacher. As a result, learners were able to gain all of the unique benefits from peer assessment and the teacher was able to “decide where the learners are in their learning, where they need to go and how best to get there” (Assessment Reform Group, 2002, p. 2). This further solidifies the need for different assessment methods to be interconnected, incorporating various methods of assessment together to gain a more holistic representation of an individual.

In light of research following the critical incident, when applying peer assessment within my practice there are implications which I need to consider. One example is that peer assessment requires a lot of planning and in the short term, pupils need to be given time to understand their own process of learning and undertake peer assessment effectively (Black et al. 2003; Zlabkova et al. 2021). This means that I as the teacher play an important role in enabling pupils to peer assess effectively. I need to consider that pupils will not effectively peer assess straight away, therefore I need to integrate peer assessment within areas of learning that they are confident in and familiar with. Moreover, I must allocate sufficient time within my planning and lessons to give pupils enough time to peer assess when peer assessment is first introduced. Another way in which I can help pupils understand peer assessment is by incorporating self-assessment within my planning as these two methods of assessment share components (Reinholz, 2016).

Previous research has also informed me of the impact of friendship and peer beliefs on peer assessment (Panadero, 2016). A common theme to address the impacts of friendship within previous research was anonymity (Rotsaert et al. 2017; Vanderhoven et al. 2015). Although, anonymity reduces collaboration, discussion and other interpersonal effects which are unique to peer assessment (Panadero, 2016). Therefore, within my practice, I will not frequently use anonymity, especially when considering the four purposes of the new curriculum, particularly ‘can explain the ideas and concepts they are learning about’ within ‘ambitious, capable learners’ and ‘give of their energy and skills so that other people will benefit’ within ‘enterprising, creative contributors’. The critical incident saw peer assessment and feedback being delivered verbally which was successful in feedback retention and application. In hindsight of the critical incident and previous research, verbal feedback is a good way for pupils to engage in discussion about what they have learnt within the task and the processes within their learning as they can see specifically where they went wrong and know how they can improve. Additionally, peer assessment has been perceived positively by both pupils and the teacher as it allows feedback to be instant and administered on a larger scale than if it were only the teacher providing this feedback or assessment (Agricola, Prins and Sluijsmans, 2020; Colognesi et al., 2020). Therefore, I will take verbal peer assessment and apply it within my teaching if I want feedback to be instant and to reach all pupils. I will also use marking alongside verbal peer assessment which will further inform me of what the pupils learnt and what they need to learn going forward.

In conclusion, following Schön’s (1991) model and ‘reflection in action, within the critical incident, I found the peer assessment to be effective. The pupil was able to listen to the feedback from the peer assessor and apply the information within their story. In reference to ‘reflection on action’ and engagement in previous research around peer assessment, my view of the effectiveness of peer assessment within the class has been reinforced. Furthermore, I have been able to identify contexts where it is most effective and should be used alongside other formative assessment methods and not on its own. It is important that I think critically before applying peer assessment about what I want learners to achieve by the end of the lesson and what they need to do going forward in future learning experiences.
Conclusion

The curriculum in Wales has undertaken a reform, therefore it is especially important for current teachers and those within initial teacher education programmes to be reflective practitioners. Teachers must meet new professional standards which include collaboration, innovation, pedagogy, professional learning and leadership (Welsh Government, 2022). Current teachers must advance from the 2008 to the 2022 Welsh curriculum, whereas new teachers must meet these standards in order to gain qualified teacher status. Reflective models, in particular, Schön’s (1991) model considers the reality of the classroom where teachers are required to ‘reflect in action’ when an event is occurring. Following this, ‘reflection on action’ is undertaken whereby the teacher reflects after the event using research and hindsight to inform them of whether they met the professional standards and if not, what they can do to meet these. 

The classroom is a complex environment, whereby the needs of pupils need to be met despite these complexities and changes. The classroom is multifaceted which includes cultural differences, developing technology and learners with additional needs which need to be considered by the teacher. Additionally, learners must meet the four purposes of the curriculum (Donaldson, 2015). Pupils need to be ethical, informed citizens, ambitious, capable learners, enterprising creative contributors, and healthy confident individuals. Therefore, the teacher needs to engage in reflective practice to ensure pupils meet these purposes but also consider the dynamic changes and differences within the classroom.
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