ECAD6007 Assignment 2023/24
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 (word count 4057).
Introduction
The aim of this reflective essay is to closely inspect and evaluate a critical incident, which occurred at an unnamed Secondary School. The core purpose of this essay is to analyse this Critical Incident in order to improve the authors own teaching practice, through a balanced mixture of reflective practice and analysis of pedagogical theory. This reflection is a fundamental aspect of experiential learning, with Moon (2009) stating that ‘in general terms, the distinguishing features of experiential learning are that it refers to the organising and construction of learning from observations that have been made in some practical situation, with the implication that the learning can then lead to action or improved action’. Following this reflection, a conclusion will then be offered. 
A critical incident can be defined as the ‘interpretation of the significance of an event. To take something as a critical incident is a value judgment we make, and the basis of that judgment is a significance we attach to the meaning of the incident’ (Tripp 2012 p. 8). In other words, teachers reflect on these classroom occurrences – “critical incidents”, in order to improve their professional judgements and practices (Ruksana Mohammed). These incidents need not be dramatic or even negative but are instances that are “vividly remembered” (Brookfield, 2017, p. 147). In their report ‘A Guide to Managing Critical Incidents in Schools’, the Northern Irish Department of Education offered the following definition ‘a critical incident may be defined as any sudden and unexpected incident or sequence of events which causes trauma within a school community, and which overwhelms the normal coping mechanisms of that school.’ The aforementioned Welsh language school is a mixed institution, with pupils of ages 3-19 years old. Though many of the pupils come from non-Welsh speaking homes, the school heavily promotes Wales and the use of the Welsh language. Much of the school’s ethos stems from and is inspired by the Curriculum for Wales (henceforth CfW). The year 8 mathematics class that the author observed was a mixed ability class, typical for this School within the core subjects. The principles laid out in Successful Futures are currently being utilised to help create and implement the curriculum for years 5-8. 
Class Information and the Critical Incident
As previously stated, the class that the author observed was a mixed gender and ability mathematics class. A general description of the class and the facts pertinent to the Critical Incident follow.  The class was medium sized with 17 pupils and a roughly 50% split between genders. A seating plan was in operation and the teacher welcomed each individual pupil and directed them to their designated seat. The lesson commenced with minimal fuss and several pupils volunteered to hand out whiteboards and other equipment to the cohort. A Critical Incident can be simplified to run of the mill events, but one that causes and leads to self-reflection. Our Critical Incident occurred towards the tail end of the lesson, the teacher had provided a differentiated bronze, silver, and gold task on the board. A written extract of the dialogue can be read below. This extract has been translated from its native Welsh. 
Pupil A: “Miss, it (bronze) is obvious...”
Teacher: “Yes, maybe it’s obvious to you, but other people might find bronze hard. If you find this easy, great, then move straight to silver…”
Pupil A: “But...”
Teacher: “You’ve just told me you find this easy, great, so you can get started on silver.”
The teacher then proceeded to go over to Pupil A and his partner B to explain to them how to tackle the silver task. She proceeded to praise the pupils for choosing silver and for challenging themselves, this links to the school ethos and its adherence to the Curriculum for Wales. It is worth noting that the rest of the class appeared to be carrying on with their work while this took place. When it later became evident that both Pupil A and Pupil B were struggling with silver, the teacher then stated that perhaps they should go back to bronze, as “it is a nice build up task”. Both pupils then appeared to go back to the bronze task. As such the primary focus of this essay will be this instance of differentiation. Relevant literature and reflective methodology will then be applied to identify next teaching and learning steps. 
Differentiation
A closer examination and dissection of differentiation is first required prior to discussing and utilising reflective techniques. Differentiation has become a staple of modern pedological theory in today’s diverse and varied educational sector. Differentiation is an oft discussed and utilised term, however it’s practical implementation can seem mystifying, even to the most learned of educators. Much of this challenge stems from the difficulty in defining this practice. Rigby (2009, p.130) suggests that “in essence, it is the means by which teachers provide for the individual strengths and weakness of their pupils”. Tomlinson (2000) defines differentiation as ‘tailoring instruction to meet individual needs. Whether teachers differentiate content, process, products, or the learning environment, the use of ongoing assessment and flexible grouping makes this a successful approach to instruction.’.
As a starting ground for differentiation within the classroom, Cooze (2007) recommends looking at each pupils’ data. Including SAT, IEPs, ILPs, CAT Scores, test, and class work results. Another treasure trove of such information are LSAs, and current and previous teachers. Building on Cooze’s (2009) idea of deepening your knowledge of a pupil’s background Turner (1997, p.70) suggests creating a report card for problem pupils ‘before deciding on strategies to help pupils’. The author believes that this label is unhealthy, and a more nuanced approach is required. Rather than looking at a learners educational and social needs as problems, one must look at them as an individual first with their own needs, this the author believes is the true sentiment of differentiation and is echoed in the Welsh Assembly Government (henceforth WAG) Document on Inclusivity (2016). Arguably Teachers should look at these as problems to work with rather than against. Appropriately differentiated instruction might well serve to rectify these problems, leading to greater student engagement.  Pike (2003, p.130) however argues that ‘while gender, ethnicity and ability are all relevant, we cannot base our teaching solely on an understanding of these. People are far more complex than that and do not easily fit the categories sometimes used to describe them’. It is worth noting that Turner’s work is from 1997, and as such is not overly contemporary. 
Differentiated instruction considers each pupils present development and tailors instruction to facilitate their learning. The notion of differentiation also finds support in Bloom’s taxonomy which ranks various cognitive functions from low order skills (remembering and understanding), medium order skills (applying and analysing) and finally higher order skills (evaluating and creating). Effective differentiation under the Bloom taxonomy requires framing work and instruction at the student’s own cognitive level. Differentiation is crucial to recognising each individual learner’s background, learning style and ability level. This inclusive approach allows for a more equitable classroom that ensures all learners can access and benefit from the available instruction and education. 
The Curriculum for Wales and Future Learners was written with a respect for each individual learner. All of whom have different educational needs with some requiring additional scaffolding and others requiring further or more challenging work. This more tailored approach collates with the ethos of the “by teachers for teachers” from the CfW, which in turn ensures that no pupil is left behind and the lesson objectives are met. However, you can find opposition to notion this by Jacob Kounin (1970) who believes that you must teach to the whole class and not to the individual. This argument also finds support in Glasser (2007), and Kohn’s Student directed learning theory (2006). 
Differentiation also serves to foster greater student engagement. Dylan Wiliam has theorised that those students who are engaged are more likely to attain better academic results. Through championing individual ownership of their work, teachers ensure that pupils are according to the CfW ‘Independent Learners’. The CfW also emphasises the importance of creating ‘lifelong learners’, through tailoring to each individual learning style and cognitive level teachers and educators can hopefully achieve this principle. Tailoring challenge and instruction to individual learners’ styles means that these pupils are more likely to understand and retain the lesson material. Dylan William has also written at length about engagement and achievement gaps, believing that those students who are not engaged typically perform worse academically. These gaps stem from various factors, such as socioeconomic and ALN. The purpose of differentiation as already discussed is to close these gaps and teach to each individual learner. 
The most effective differentiation will look to the long term rather than focusing solely on individual lesson plans, although differentiation can take place in, the on first inspection simple (and unconscious) way in which teachers pose questions. It is evident that this long-term view can only form once a teacher has had ample time to form a relationship and understanding of their class. Rigby (2009, p.131) however supposits a number of short-term solutions to differentiation, such as ‘changing curriculum focus, changing activities, changing working styles, changing assessment methods, changing pupil groupings’. Through these short-term and often unplanned adaptations Rigby (2009) suggest you can begin to manage the issue of catering for your pupils as individuals. 
Wright (2005, p.162) concludes with Rigby, arguing that you ‘cannot create ambitious, differentiated and targeted work schemes overnight’. Wright (2005) suggest that this is a long-term task. Though he argues that ‘there are more immediate, achievable and highly effective ways of extending your differentiation repertoire’. Such as ‘differentiation by teacher language, by rotation, by choice and by multiple access’. Wright (2005, p.165) also suggests that you ‘accept one simple basic principle and plan that into your lesson’. He argues that you should plan ‘how you will deal with these key concepts in a variety of ways’, thus creating several ‘access routes’ allowing pupils to choose their own entry into a subject, ensuring it is tailored to their individual needs. 
When considering successful implementation of differentiation, certain principles must be implemented successfully. Teachers must operate live and retrospective assessment of learning, this can vary from asking questions to assess understanding to marking of collected class work. Teachers will consider and evaluate the pupils understanding level, their strengths, and weaknesses alongside considering their cognitive level. Based on this the teacher can vary their instruction to suit the learners’ level. Not only do teachers vary the instruction but they also vary the delivery methods including the resources used and the materials utilised to try to match the learners desired learning style and ability. Teachers may opt to group students with consideration for their needs and abilities. The mathematics class from the Critical Incident was a mixed ability class, which the school believes helps to facilitate learning. Upon discussion with the head of Mathematics, the author has learned that this has had a very positive effect on overall grades and the pass-rate has increased since the implementation. However, how successful this mixed ability method would prove to be in a different school is hard to hypothesise. 
Stradling & Saunders (1993) have put forth 5 different types of differentiation.  
1. Differentiation by outcome, where the same general task is set but it is flexible enough for pupils to work at their own level.
2. Differentiation by task, where pupils cover the same content but at different levels.
3. Differentiation by learning activity, where pupils are required to address the same task at the same level, but in a different way. 
4. Differentiation by pace, where pupils can cover the same content at the same level but at a different rate. 
5. Differentiation by dialogue, where the teacher discusses the work with the individual pupils in order to tailor the work to their needs. 
From the observation of the critical incident, it can be suggested that the Mathematics teacher in question undertook: Differentiation of Task, in an arguably successful manner, through the use of Bronze, Silver and Gold. The teacher then having had time to assess and reflect on Pupil A and B’s response to the task, then utilised Differentiation by Dialogue. This was done by redirecting the pupils to the bronze task. Rigby (2009, p.132) amongst others have been critical of Differentiation by Outcome, they argue that it is typically used by teachers who have yet to master the craft of differentiation. Differentiation at its core they argue is about modifying in order to consider each individual learner. Rigby (2009) puts forth a more simplistic approach for differentiation, where teachers should consider:
1. Most children will…
2. Some children will not have made as much progress and will…
3. Some children will have progressed further and will... 
Reflection
It is widely accepted that in order for an individual to improve they must self-reflect. In fact, ‘some writers contend that as adults we cannot learn from experience without reflection’ (Moon 2009 p.21). Reflection in its common usage is defined by Oxford Dictionary as ‘the careful consideration of personal actions, including the ability to review, analyse, and evaluate situations during or after events (possibly using a recognized model)’. Bound et all (1985, pg.7) suggest that reflection ‘is an active process of exploration and discovery, which often leads to very unexpected outcomes’. Bound et al (1985) also encourage not only teachers to participate in reflection but argue that learners should also. They suggest that this ‘promotes an awareness in learners of the possibilities for learning and of the need for them to take control of their own learning’. This coincides with the CfW’s purpose statement of creating ‘enterprising, creative contributors, ready to play a full part in life and work’. This however does raise the question, do pupils already reflect by taking part in classroom activities and the Assessment of Learning which takes place. Moreover, it is widely accepted that teachers are short on time and pushed and pulled in many ways throughout the school day. Do teachers have time to add dedicated reflection time, or much like with teachers, is this expected to be an independent task? And if so, are teachers expected to monitor this activity, or merely encourage it? 
As one can see, the process of reflection and its successful implementation is a challenging and complex matter. But put simply one cannot improve if one does not look back on their actions and choices. Green (2011, pg.2) supposits that ‘the need for teachers to be critically reflective has, perhaps never been more pronounced’. Beard and Wilson (20018, pg.170) put forward several reasons for why active reviewing / reflection supports learning and change. They suggest it:
1. Produces holistic, dynamic, and focused learning.
2. Enriches the experience of learning from experience.
3. Enables some testing of ideas within the learning process. 
Reflection has become a cornerstone of experiential learning practice. The roots of reflection date back to Dewey 1938, who’s work had a profound impact on Donald Schön, who’s reflective model will be discussed in due course. Dewey (1938, pg. 9) regarded reflection as ‘active, persistent and careful consideration of any belief or supposed form of knowledge in the light of the grounds that support it and further conclusions to which it leads... it includes a conscious and voluntary effort to establish belief upon a firm basis of evidence and rationality’. This work on reflection lead Donald Schön to write his doctoral dissertation on the earlier work of Dewey. 
Donald Schön put forth that ‘practitioners do not simply utilise someone else’s theories but instead hold and develop their own theories’ (Aubrey and Riley, 2022, pg.225). As such it is important as an educator to consider a wide range of theoretical and practical notions. Many authors focus on how pupils are vastly different, but this holistic approach is rarely conferred on teachers themselves. This may stem from the assumption that teachers are all a part of a homogenous workforce, but this doesn’t consider the teacher as an individual. Ghaye & Ghaye (1998) have written at some length on this topic. 
[bookmark: _Hlk150010921]Schön’s model of reflection serves to convey the process by which teachers reflect. Schön was concerned with teachers becoming overly quagmired in theory if they ‘unquestionably apply this theory to practice without considering the context of their own individual setting’. As such Schön’s methodology for reflection is rather straightforward and allows for practitioner autonomy. There are two specific forms of reflection as outlined by Schön. Reflection-in action is undertaken by those educators who are reactive and respond to incidents as they occur. Whereas the inverse are teachers who conduct Reflection-on action. These are educators who are inherently thoughtful and self-analytical, who will look at back and reflect on these incidents. Although Schön praises these individuals with the capability to think on their feet, he suggests that following reflection-in action, practitioners should practice reflection-on action. There is no correct way to reflect and perhaps a mix of reflection-in action and reflection-on action is most advantageous.
During the course of the witnessed critical incident, it is clear that the Mathematics teacher in question was reflecting-in action when: 
A.) She stopped a potential disturbance when advising Pupil A and Pupil B to move onto the silver task.
B.) Moreover, when she decided to aid the pupils in is task, she minimised another potential disturbance.
Although it is impossible to say precisely what the teacher reflected-on action post incident. One can make some assumptions such as:
A.) Perhaps changing the seating plan to move Pupil A from Pupil B.
B.) Increasing the level of difficulty of bronze targets, following protests of its ease.
C.) May wish to recap at the start of the next lesson, to check for understanding. Perhaps by paying particular attention to Pupil A and B. 
All of the above steps may have been reflected on by our still unnamed Mathematics teacher. Or equally, none of them. As Schön and Gayle & Gayle suggest reflection is a personal matter, unique to each individual. Schön considered that ‘solutions to problems are often as a result of how problems are constructed or perceived in the first place’ (Aubrey and Riley, 2022, pg.225) He labelled this framing and reframing. This fluidity and abstraction in reflection runs as a counter to the founder of reflection Dewey, who adopted a more rigid scientific approach. Parallels can be drawn to Kolb’s 4 Step model, but Schön’s more simplistic and pragmatic approach appeals to the author. The author believes that this more pragmatic approach is more realistic for teachers and more in line with the holistic approach of the CfW. 
None of this is to say that Schön is without criticism or opposition. On the contrary, Boud et all (1985) have built on the earlier works of Dewey and Schön. They have put forth the notion that reflection must require consideration of emotion. Schön neglected to discuss the importance of emotional considerations within the reflective process. This emotional aspect cannot be understated, as emotions can impact upon how a situation transpires, with various outcomes existing for the varying emotional responses. A further criticism comes from Harris (1989) who critiqued the previously praised lack of ‘technical or scientific knowledge’ (Aubrey & Riley, 2022, p.231). Eraut (1994) and Usher et al (1997) have suggested, that his work lacks clarity when defining the reflection-in action and reflection-in action stages. Similarly, Moon (2009) has also outlined the apparent lack of clarity between reflection-in and reflection-on action, suggesting that when a teacher pauses during an event to alter potential outcome, they have transitioned from reflecting-in action to reflecting-on action. 
Improving the author’s Practice.
Following this period of reflection, the author wishes to implement several changes to their future practice. Cooze (2009, p.139) contains several hearty recommendations for bettering practice. The author aims to make classroom instruction clear and concise, whilst also checking for understanding by encouraging students to rephrase teacher instruction. Utilising a wide range of vocal tones, for explanation and reading. Regarding class worksheets and resources, the author aims to make the font large and legible. Prior to introducing a new topic or text, the author will lead an introductory session, exploring key themes and essential vocabulary. Utilising real world examples which will aid understanding and serve to ensure the Curriculum is considered. 
One must ensure that all learners achieve within the lesson. Cooze (2009, p.140) suggests “spotting questions as part of comprehension exercises” or the encouragement of pair & group work, to gauge understanding of the class and to ensure that each class member gets a chance to contribute. Cooze (2009, p.140) also suggests framing “questions so that they get progressively more difficult, or involve more sophisticated answers”, one can also provide guidance and support to help those that may be struggling with concepts and themes. Following discussion with the English (the author is currently a PGCE English Student) department at the author’s placement school, where English is also mixed ability. It is evident that one must not put weighty textual extracts on the board, which often causes students to feel overwhelmed. Cooze (2009) supports this notion. 
Rigby (2009, p.127) argues that the idea of inclusion ‘overreaches the whole issue of how to teach pupils with different abilities, aptitudes, interests and needs’. One can find support for this in Welsh Assembly Government’s Document titled ‘Inclusion and Pupil Support 2016’. The WAG advise that inclusion is a process in which all pupils access common opportunities in ways relevant to their needs, and which ensures that they fully belong to the school community. The WAG document reinforces that the ‘onus (is) on schools to adapt their organisation and ways of responding’ to ensure inclusivity is actively implemented (Welsh Assembly Government, pg. 2). This document creates a series of checklists for schools to ensure that these inclusion strategies are adopted whilst also considering best practice. 
A number of these concepts from the checklist will be beneficial to the author’s (and hopefully the reader’s) development as a teacher. Including ensuring that a ‘policy of inclusion is accepted by all members of the school community’ (WAG, pg.163). Within the classroom setting they recommend “develop(ing) the language of inclusive practice and reflect(ing) on their existing work and knowledge as a starting point for developing a can-do attitude” (WAG, pg.164). The merit of activating this prior knowledge is plain to see. A classroom-based example of this might be utilising digital quizzes. Which would serve to not only conform with the Digital Competency Framework but can also add a level of excitement to the classroom. 
Clearly many teachers (trainee or otherwise) might become overwhelmed at the thought of differentiation, picture a completely mixed ability class with various speaking, reading, writing, and listening skills, on the last Friday before half term. The WAG urges these teachers to regard differences as an opportunity for learning rather than a problem to be fixed. Rigby (2009) also urges English teachers (the author currently being an aspiring Secondary School English Teacher) to consider that ‘it is the very breadth within English, it’s reach and inclusiveness which provides the greatest opportunities for differentiation.’. 
Conclusion
Schön’s theory of reflection argued against becoming overly weighed down in theory, warning teachers not to ‘unquestionably apply this theory to practice without considering the context of their own individual setting’. It is important to consider that each pupil and each scenario is vastly different, as is each teacher. The author witnessed a strong example of differentiation and how crucial this is in ensuring we teachers ‘provide for the individual strengths and weaknesses of their pupils’.  The teacher in question dealt with the critical incident, which may have led to genuine disturbance, by dealing with Pupil A and B according to their strengths and weaknesses. Contrary to Turner (1997) and his ‘problem pupils’, the teacher in question worked with the problem, rather than against it.
Recommendations
The author believes that moving forward in their own practice, that paying close attention to differentiation and ensuring that each pupil learns from the lesson is crucial. Focusing on differentiation and ensuring that there is a clear crucial aspect of the lesson that each pupil MUST learn will be of great merit. The act of reflection throughout one’s practice will also be of the utmost importance, to quote Moon (2009) ‘some writers contend that as adults we cannot learn from experience without reflection’.
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Appendix
OBSERVATION / FIELD NOTES
	Date and time, year group: Year 8, Mathematics. Numeracy. Date and Time N/A Immersive Room Recording.

	Where and When: Context of the observation – subject/AOLE, general classroom context
· Not the pupils’ usual class. 
· Needed to switch class to facilitate the use of the 360 camera.
· New technology to the pupils (the camera) added an air of excitement. 
· Mathematics. 
· Mixed ability. 
· Roughly 50/50 split between genders.
· Nth term being taught. 
· Seating plan in operation.
· Experienced teacher – not NQT.
· No LSA present.
· Children advised to ignore the camera and proceed as normal. 
· Class found it hard to NOT look at the camera. 
· Well behaved on the whole. 
· Class engaged. 


	What happened: a detailed description of the critical incident.

Pupil A and B had been moderately disruptive and disengaged through the lesson. Serious of questions on the board about Nth Term, these were ranked Bronze, Silver, Gold. Pupil A claimed Bronze was “too easy”, teacher advised them to move to silver, praised the fact the wished to challenge themselves. The teacher then went over to help the pupils get started on their task.

When it became evident that Silver might be too hard, teacher advised the pupils to go back to bronze. 

The focus of the essay with be Differentiation.








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

Differentiation will be the primary focus of the essay, effective differentiation was required to keep the whole class engaged, this is a mixed ability group




	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)

The class lined up and sat in a seating plan, this was not their usual seating plan, the teacher implemented this at the door. However, they sat without permission. Whiteboards were used to allow teacher to live mark, and gauge understanding. Hands up was permitted when teacher was questioning the class. Biros were already on the table for pupils, but the teacher asked for volunteers for handing out whiteboards. Pupil A and B did try to disrupt but were quickly shut down and then became disengaged. Pupil A had his head on the desk on a few occasions, maybe becuase it truly was too easy for him or perhaps as an act of rebellion. There was a DNA on the board, hooked the pupils at start of the lesson. Clear scaffolding and differnetiation. Oppotunity to work in groups, think, pair and share. Teacher seemed to go a little bit fast, may have been nerves from the camera in the class. 

Hard to provide timescale or date as this was pre-recorded for purpose of this essay.














