A critical evaluation and the identification of next teaching and learning steps focusing on a case study of an individual learner or group of learners, based on an observed critical incident.

Introduction
Following an observational visit to a primary school, this assignment will critically evaluate a chosen critical incident that has taken place within a classroom environment. 
Developed by Tripp (1993) a critical incident is a form of pedagogical theory that allows teachers to observe and identify events within a school environment, that can be interpreted as important, only then becoming ‘critical’ when undergoing in-depth reflection and analysis. 
A case study of an individual learner will be used to help identify research areas and theory that have been read and analysed, that will then allow for the support and further reflection, to give the researcher the opportunity to consider possibilities for future actions within their own teaching practice and learning. Considering the understanding of critical thinking being a complex process that consists of effective analysis, argument and reflection (Cottrell, 2017), this assignment will critically reflect throughout its entirety; addressing arguments that support and/or counteract one another, from the reading of relevant theories that link to the observed event. It is by doing this, that the researcher will be able to move towards an analysis and evaluation that will help form strong reflection and identification of their next teaching steps. By doing a critical evaluation, reflective practice will be evident and important throughout, and through the use of Kolb’s experiential learning cycle and Brookfield’s Four Lenses method (which will be discussed in more detail, later on), the researcher will be able to close the gap between theory and practice by committing to continuous learning that will help transform assumptions, into actions, that form effective future teaching and learning (Brookfield, 2017).  

Role of critical reflection 
Thinking about the curriculum reform in Wales setting out to ‘give children the foundations they need to succeed in a changing world’ (Welsh Government, 2018), it is evident that educators play a vital role in shaping the next generation to be well-rounded individuals. This is designed to be achieved by putting the ‘future them’ at the heart of the curriculum, otherwise known as the ‘four purposes’ (HWB, 2019). We are shifting from a curriculum that dictates what, and how, subjects should be taught and achieved, to a purpose-driven curriculum that is set out to make school more inviting and inclusive to each individual learner (Education Wales, 2019), at a pace that moves and is best suited to an individual’s learning journey (Green, 2020). With this in mind, it is evident that the curriculum reform will require constant critical reflection to enable educators to mould to the ever-changing needs and interests of their learners, through the provision of cross-curricular learning - providing opportunities, support, inspiration and preparation to children, aiming for successful futures in modern society in which they;
‘will be expected to be self-directed learners, able and motivated to keep learning over a lifetime’ (OECD, 2005, p.2).
It is by taking this curriculum reform, and the challenges and complexities of teaching into consideration, that highlights the importance of being a critically reflective educator. By reflecting on both successes and failures within ones teaching (Petty, 2014), educators should consider the impact and assumptions from varying perspectives (own experiences, observations of others, theory and student eyes) in order to make informed judgements and decisions that will overall, help educators ensure their practice is at its most effective for the learners. It is this Four Lenses model, produced by Brookfield (2005), that the researcher will use as an underpinning approach to their own critical reflection within future teaching steps. Kolb’s reflective learning cycle will be used for this research, in order to successfully critically evaluate the bridging experience that forms the foundation of this assignment; reflecting on the observational experience, linking to relevant theory in order to plan next steps in own practice, and considering how this will be actioned in order to reflect again and again (Petty, 2014).
Educators have the responsibility to sustain an active role in personal and professional learning and development (Pollard, 2014) and it is the role of critical reflection, that models Dewey’s early work, that enable educators to do so (Zwozdiak-Myers, 2012). By being open-minded, responsible and whole-hearted, educators are able to recognise opposing views, and challenge such perspectives with enthusiasm towards the event in order to maintain the desire for continuous learning (Dewey, 1993). It is really important for educators to carry out critically reflective thinking regularly, to effectively play the vital role in creating their own pedagogical approach in relation to Donaldson’s 12 principles. Educators have to provide a learning environment that enables them to meet the professional standards, whilst consistently reflecting on their practice in order to assess and ensure that their approach to teaching is having a positive impact on a learners progress within each of the Areas of Learning (AoLEs) (Impact Wales, 2018). 

Observation/Context
Considering this assignment is based around an observational visit to a primary school, it is important to acknowledge that it will remain BERA compliant throughout; 
‘the confidential and anonymous treatment of participants data is considered the norm for the conduct of research’ (BERA, 2018. Section 40)

By following these guidelines, the school, staff and pupils observed will remain anonymous throughout – ensuring the educational research is at its highest ethical standards at all times (BERA, 2018). 
In order to paint the best picture of the context of the critical incident observed, it is important to provide generic indication of the school in which the research has been conducted in order to set the scene, as this is a crucial element of research that can help portray how results, analysis and recommendations are interpreted (Dawson, 2019).
This observational activity had taken place within a large primary school, centrally located to the city of Swansea. The school has an enrolment of a near 500, 3-11-year olds, and maintains a reputation of guiding them through a school that has a strong Catholic faith and ethos running at the core (ESTYN, 2014). With such a high enrolment number, each year group consists of two form classes, welcoming children from all backgrounds; approximately 56% of pupils from black, Asian and minority ethnic backgrounds (BAME), approximately 15% with additional needs, approximately 40% using English as an additional language and an average of 18% entitled to free school meals (FSM), less than the Welsh average (Welsh Government, 2021). The school has strong links with external partners to enhance learning and prides themselves on the implementing and encouraging of the Welsh language and culture, across the curriculum (ESTYN, 2014).

The critical incident
By detailing the critical incident that was observed (and will be used as the foundation for this assignment), the researcher is able to provide context to the observation, in order to help form an understanding of what happened, how it happened and what avenues of research can be explored further in order to reach an analysis of next teaching steps. 

The critical incident that was observed, took place during a morning session of Read, Write, Inc. Prior to the incident taking place, the children had just been taking part in a whole class approach to learning – listening to the teacher recap ‘Fred talk’ phonics from last session, being given time to ‘Fred in your head’ and then calling out the answer whenever understood. This was a very collaborative, fast paced task that clearly helps the teacher teach to all at once, and gage the classes understanding and progression, as a whole. In order to gain an understanding on individual knowledge, the session moved to desk work, for a writing task, in which the teacher continued engagement and learning by repeatedly sounding out the words, as well as having the words written on white board (in random order). The task then required the class to independently write each word down, one after the other, to eventually form a sentence. There were plenty of ways this session was being taught, with various supportive classroom aids, such as verbal repetition and the whiteboard of jumbled words, however, one pupil (A) was clearly struggling and decided to sit and copy the pupil next door. When told to stop copying and try to work independently, pupil A spent time looking lost and then proceeded to begin some low-level misbehaviour through the means of distracting others on the table. It is what the teacher did next, that allows for the exploration of cognitive science as the foundational area of research within the literature review, alongside the investigation into other theories that may have stemmed from or been influenced by the importance of reducing cognitive load and how this is put into place within the classroom.
Upon recognising that pupil A was misbehaving due to lack of understanding, the teacher provided pupil A with a personal, visual aid, and encouraged the child into believing they CAN do it, in which there was an instant shift in behaviour and the child proceeded to get on with their work, confidently and independently. This was followed by praise and recognition from the teacher, and the child feeling accomplished. This handout allowed the teacher to recognise other learners in the same position, or heading in the same situation, allowing her to supply the same resource to eliminate the problem reoccurring within the session, whilst consistently encouraging individual problem solving and learning. The way this incident unfolded was an evident example of the teacher encouraging and working towards helping the class become ambitious, capable learners - one of the four purposes of the new curriculum; challenging and encouraging learners to build and apply their knowledge across different contexts, being able to communicate effectively, and touching on healthy, confident individuals through the provision of independent opportunities and challenges within their own learning (HWB, 2021). 

Literature Review
The knowledge of cognitive science can be seen as the underpinning approach to this literature review, allowing for the exploration of further research and theory that bridges the gap between cognitive science as a discipline of its own, and how it is seen and acted upon within the classroom. 

As described by Reif (2010);
 ‘the cognitive load involved in a task is the cognitive effort (or amount of information processing) required by a person to perform this task’ (Reif, 2010 cited by Shibli and West, 2018)

it is clear to identify that Sweller (1998)’s introduction of cognitive load theory (CLT) highlights the importance of acknowledging the impact on an individual’s brain, of a cognitive task, and how pupils schemas are best developed, in order to see connections between ideas and use existing knowledge to connect new ideas (Plass et al, 2010).  Teachers have the important role of using and contributing to an individual’s long-term memory effectively; implementing their own pedagogy to achieve this, with the overall aim to ensure that an individual’s working memory does not get overwhelmed and become a barrier to thinking and learning, in their lessons (Sweller et al, 2011). Based on this theory, it is understood that in order for thinking to take place, individuals use three components; the environment around them, their working memory and their long term memory, and by understanding what learners already know and how difficult a task will be perceived by each individual (their intrinsic load), teachers are able to build their own pedagogical approach, through techniques such as scaffolding and differentiation (which will be reviewed later on) to ensure that their pupils extraneous load is reduced. This is often done through the implementing and provision of well-presented and relevant information, whilst carefully increasing their germane load by effectively incorporating challenge within the tasks that are set, to stimulate individuals to think and use their working memory (Shibli and West, 2018). ‘Carefully increasing’ is the important part to take from that understanding, because as supported by Dr Sophie Forster, it’s vital to ensure information isn’t too easy for an individual, or the class, because if it is, they are more likely to lose focus and be distracted within the classroom, again, causing a barrier to their learning (McConville, 2019). Hattie and Yates (2014) support this through categorising learning into three different zones; comfort zone, struggle zone and panic zone and stating the importance of effective teaching is to challenge students into a productive struggle, but not challenge them enough that they end up in a panic, and what we formally know from the basis of this literature review, as a cognitive overload - leading to limited learning. It’s all about the balance and going back to the need of focusing on a learner as an individual, which is what was acknowledged by the teacher, in the critical incident that was observed. 
Dweck’s Growth Mindset takes this understanding further and implies it’s not just how difficult the information and learning is, but how a teacher can switch their students from a fixed, to a more growth mindset, through the provision of support and encouragement to help them tackle the more challenging tasks. This is seen to be achieved by leading them to believe they can do it, shifting their mindset into understanding that in order for learning to be achieved, and to see such successes, hard work and determination must be embraced (Dweck, 2016). It’s by having a growth mindset, children will see the future success of what they’re initially struggling with and can be used to help eliminate or overcome the event of cognitive overload.
It can also be argued that a child’s understanding of a topic is not the only barrier to their learning, and cognitive load can also be dependent on how the learner manages their own motivation and self-control within learning (Lovell, 2020). Foliano, et al (2010) states that a child may have other barriers to the learning, which could be shown through disengagement or misbehaviour, covering areas such as lack of interest to the topic, overall attitude to school, relationships with teachers/peers, self-esteem, home environment, and much more.  This could be considered an area of research itself, but is important to touch upon within this context, as it complements CLT in the sense of underlying the importance for teachers to always consider each child as an individual; understanding them, their interests, their backgrounds, their abilities and their needs, to enable the most effective outcome and attitudes towards learning and development, and ensure that schools are continuing to put the children at the forefront of the curriculum reform (Donaldson, 2015).  
It is by recognising the importance of managing cognitive load, that identifies that cognitive load will vary from person to person, and even task to task (Lovell, 2020) which is what was demonstrated through the critical incident observed - the teacher playing an active role in encouraging children to participate in independent learning, challenging their working memory and suitably breaking down the task through the provision of various resources as guidance. It’s here that was identified what was working for the majority of the class, wasn’t for pupil A and just through the provision of an additional resource, a shift was seen. This is also what will be encouraged and supported across the curriculum reform and its progression steps. 
The cognitive approach to education is clear to be the underlying theoretical base of the literature explored in this research - supporting the points raised that learners are individuals, and that learning consists of a variety of components needed, and developed, from both the learner and educators prior knowledge, inputted into their education (Ally, 2008, cited in Anderson, 2008). Vygotsky’s idea of an individual’s Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) compliments the CLT nicely and leads into how this can be best managed within the role of teaching, to best support an individual’s learning and development (Bates, 2016). The humanist theories such as Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (1943) would argue that those who do not have their needs met, due to various factors such as social, cultural or economic status, will be at a disadvantage when it comes to their prior knowledge on the world and how this is used as a foundation to their own learning (Aubrey and Riley, 2021). However, it’s through a cognitive approach that stresses the importance of knowing individuals, and sharing knowledge wisely, that counteracts this concern and looks at teaching and learning as a community process – teachers and peers supporting one another to reach new skills and ideas (Graham-Matheson, 2015). Through the concept of scaffolding (which has been adapted by various theorists over time) educators are able to provide a learning environment that helps individuals reach higher levels of understanding, knowing how to best support them through their education, through a mixture of individual and co-operative learning to reach their best potential (Graham-Matheson, 2015). Using what Vygotsky classifies as ‘More Knowledgeable Others’ (MKO), learners are able to achieve tasks they would typically be unable to achieve on their own, based on their ZPD, ultimately leading to an increase in their confidence and knowledge through this success, which leads onto being influenced to continue learning, independently - teachers have an important role in effectively guiding students through this learning process (Aubrey and Riley, 2019). It’s through effective implementing of scaffolding, that a teacher is able to steer away from what is typically portrayed as ‘good differentiation practice’, in the sense of giving off the perception that you need to personally plan for each individual child, but rather setting the expectations high (and clearly) for all students and supporting all, throughout the lesson, term, school year and beyond, to reach, or exceed, the common goal (Allison and Tharby, 2015). This is what was demonstrated within the critical incident observed, as the teacher broke the lesson down effectively and scaffolded the lesson plan to lead to independent challenge and learning, and it wasn’t until identifying the individual child still struggling, where she then differentiated the resources available and was able to acknowledge other students in the same situation, whilst continuing to implement the encouragement of individual challenge. In this instance, the teacher just used additional resources she already had available through planning ahead and having prior knowledge of her students, and applied the appropriate guidance (in this instance an adapted worksheet with visual aids in form of imagery relating to letters) to the relevant students – which is deemed effective implementation of differentiation (Cowley, 2018).
It’s this type of theory that can be seen as underlying in the curriculum reform – using progression steps that reflect and support through an individual’s stage, not age - identifying that each individuals learning will progress at different rates and times (HWB, 2019) which stems from the idea of Vygotsky, a cognitive theorist, that a child progresses through the influence of a mixture of factors such as physical development, combined with environments and interactions with others, and that this can be developed and challenged consistently, not just within their developmental age as Piaget (1936) suggests (Gray and MacBlain, 2015). 
To conclude on the literature review, it is evident that each individual in the classroom, should consistently be at the forefront of the learning process. This doesn’t mean the teacher has to provide and plan individual education for each and every learner, for every single lesson, but should plan the most effective pedagogical approach to ensure practices are in place to allow learners to participate in co-operative and individual learning, with the aim to use their prior knowledge as a base to their future learning, whilst consistently challenging themselves at an effective pace, to achieve their best potential and maximise opportunities for further learning and development. 

REFLECTION
From this experience of observation and research, I can transfer my findings into my own teaching, to form my own pedagogical approach that moulds into my placement and future teaching practice. Through the guidance of Kolb’s reflective cycle and Brookfield’s Four Lenses approach to reflection, I am able to identify underlying assumptions I previously had, reframe any of these preconceived ideas on the teaching process, whilst connecting theory to practice, to measure the impact of the critical incident and consider opinions from all perspectives, to best form the next steps in my own teaching.
Concrete experience
Prior to the bridging’s observational period, I had the assumption that those struggling within a lesson, would always need one-to-one assistance from the class teacher or teaching assistant in order to help progress to the next step – when they didn’t know something, giving them a new sheet would only send them spiralling down a series of further confusion. 
Reflective observation
When thinking back to the lesson observed, I found that the teacher had the important role of gauging individual understanding through the recap of a previous lesson, to then tailor the rest of the lesson and it’s level of support, effectively according to the needs of the group. By starting the lesson recapping on prior knowledge, the children are automatically self-fulfilled with their achievements, and going to the next part of the lesson with more confidence than they would if just started on the lesson objective for the day. Through the use of a mixture of learning styles i.e. whole class approaches and group tasks, children were able to be guided at a comfortable pace, through the lesson, and gaining the knowledge they need to carry out the independent task. My prior assumptions were soon changed when Pupil A successfully reverted back on task after lack of understanding, as all the teacher did was provide an alternative resource and did not have to sit and explain/work with the pupil independently. This also led me to the discovery of how important it is, as a teacher, to work the room when delivering lessons and not just standing at the front. By doing this, in the critical incident scenario, the teacher was able to recognise those who were struggling and nip the growing misbehaviour in the bud, through the provision of relevant guidance for that pupil, before the situation escalated.
Conceptualisation
The concept of cognitive science helps identify the importance of being aware of individual cognitive load e.g. pupil A reaching overload when given written task and various ways to do so, but none suiting him (until provision of additional resource) and how the implementation of pedagogical approaches such as scaffolding, as the teacher was doing through the observation, can gradually take learners through the learning process at a rate they can succeed comfortably, yet at a suitable challenge level, for themselves to work towards independent learning and achievement. This of which, has further been supported through the introduction and implementation of the curriculum reform – acknowledging individual abilities and given teachers the flexibility to guide students at a pace best suited to them, with expectations being focused on ‘stage not age’! 
Active experiment
My next steps will be heavily based off the success of the outcome of the critical incident observed, and the theory that supports this, whilst considering ideas that have been influenced from these findings, that may support my future pedagogy and/or pupils. Just like the critical incident, I’d ensure my lessons are well thought out and planned; scaffolded to gradually increase learning and impendence. For my next teaching steps, based on what I observed and researched, I will ensure I take the time to get to know my class; their abilities, their likes, their dislikes, their strengths, their weaknesses and so forth. It is by doing this, I’ll be able to incorporate these into the learning to help minimise low level disruption/misbehaviour through using their interests and strengths to make learning more appealing, relatable and engaging for them, as an individual and a class. Linking from this, and for the benefit of both myself as the teacher, and the pupils, I will ensure there are differentiated aids/work available for all lessons. In the critical incident, these were handed out post cognitive overload of Pupil A – to try and eliminate cognitive overload happening in the first place and low level misbehaviour from brewing, I’d consider having these visual aids in a set location at all times, so students know if they are struggling, they can go up and grab or ask for said resource which encourages them to recognise their own abilities, learn to ask for help when needed and overcome independent challenge. This could also be implemented for when a task is too easy for individuals, or they finish the tasks set quicker than expected – having a folder of ‘fast finishers’ with additional work to continue challenging their minds and keep them occupied, whilst they wait for the rest of the class. Leading on from the critical incident that was observed, and supporting the theory that a MKO doesn’t have to be the adult, I’d consider utilising pair work and strategically placing a higher achiever next to a lower achiever, so they can both benefit from co-operative learning.

Conclusion
In conclusion, cognitive science is a vital area of research to consider when implementing one’s pedagogical approaches within the classroom, because it is ultimately the fundamentals of how and what an individual learns. Educators have an important role of effectively getting to know individuals within their classroom, in order to ensure the lessons they are delivering are implemented in a way that builds prior knowledge, not only in a way that is appealing, engaging and clear to all, to eliminate barriers to learning, but also delivering and progressing at a pace that is right to the individual in order for them to be challenged at a suitable level, again, to avoiding lack of understanding and cognitive overload becoming a barrier to learning. Learning from observation and theoretical research, as a teacher, I will ensure lessons are scaffolded well to guide my class at an appropriate level; starting with a recap on the previous lesson to gauge understanding, and working through the session in differing ways to meet the needs of the class, setting appropriate challenges and leading the pupils to becoming self-sufficient, confident individuals, who strive to reach their best potential to become ambitious, capable, learners – just as witnessed in the critical incident observed. Through the implementing of this research, and consistent reflective practice, myself as a teacher will be able to successfully meet the new professional standards – this observation strongly linking to the meeting of the pedagogy standards through use of differentiation, blended learning experiences, progression in learning and challenges, whilst giving me the opportunity to use my observation and research to demonstrate continued professional learning and collaboration with other professionals. 
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APPENDICIES: OBSERVATION NOTES

Record 1
	Date and time, year group: 22nd September 2021. Year 1


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

A read, write, inc morning session before lunchtime, transitioning from carpet time to table time.





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

The teacher had finished collaborative call and answer work on the carpet for ‘read, write, inc’ and it was time for the children to transfer to the tables to do book work. The classroom was fairly busy up until this point as the children had been repeating and answering questions aloud, as a group, yet with just a simple “let’s see how quickly we can do this” and no further instructions were given from the teacher other than the use of her fingers to show 1. Stand up, 2. Move to table, 3. Sit down. There were occasional moments of chatting, fussing from the students but the teacher did not interrupt, call out or explain further– it was left to the children to take control in their behavior, knowing what needs to be done, directing one another, and the consequence of just waiting/not moving to next step, until everyone doing as expected. 




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

Behaviour models
Classroom behaviour management 
Classroom routines
Schools of thought (behaviourism, constructivism and humanism)



	Notes: any details you can note (is it a busy environment, is it after lunch, are there lots of distractions, are directions made explicit - the more you can refer to the better here)


Seems to be whole school approach – children know what’s expected of them 











Record 2
	Date and time, year group: 22nd September 2021. Year 1


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

Carpet at end of the day




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

At the end of the day, children and teacher all sat together at carpet, showcased good work from day and praised those with good behavior by awarding points on ClassDojo. Teacher used it as opportunity for reflection on the day, giving praise where praise due (from teacher self, teaching assistants, and pupils) and relationship with parents. Had mixed responses amongst group, obviously positive reinforcement and attention towards child that was receiving praise in which they continued to behave, but many children would recall moments they were good throughout the day with “but___” and then start fussing, behavior deteriorating. Could be something to use throughout the day and not just at the end, to ensure fair delivery and constant reminder of importance of behavior, hard work etc. Have it more visual throughout the day.







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

Reward Systems – pros and cons
Behaviour management 
Classical and operant conditioning
School of thought 




	Notes: any details you can note (is it a busy environment, is it after lunch, are there lots of distractions, are directions made explicit - the more you can refer to the better here)


End of day. Pupils have belongings on them so easy distractions. Students getting picked up/pulled from class for bus so missing out on certain praises/acknowledgements. 










Record 3- One used
	Date and time, year group: 22nd September 2021


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

Read, Write, Inc session – group work





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

Children were sat on tables of approximately 6-8 and would work together as a class to dissect a word and then be tasked to independently write in their own books, that word. One child was struggling with this and was seen on multiple occasions, copying from pupil next to him. Teacher addressed this and said needs to be own work and handed out an alternative resource; a visual guide, and the child was transformed and able to identify what he was looking for, based on the sound, and write independently






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


Differentiating learning methods
Cognitive Science
Classroom environment/layout


	Notes: any details you can note (is it a busy environment, is it after lunch, are there lots of distractions, are directions made explicit - the more you can refer to the better here)

Lots of ways of learning prior to this, all delivered through oracy, child may be overwhelmed.
Children sat where they wanted to, no table plan
Clear that teacher encouraging indepdence, self study. 







