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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
When teaching, there is always a subconscious awareness that everything you do has an impact on your students. Through this, teachers learn that they must be able to reflect, evaluate and act on any incident they witness in their classroom, whether positive or negative, to improve on their teaching practice and standards. Such incidents are referred to as critical incidents. Tripp (2011, pg24-25) describes a critical incident as “…mostly straightforward accounts of very common place events that occur in routine professional practice.”. By taking this into account, it is possible to look at any incident witnessed in a setting as critical, meaning there is a chance to improve on teaching and learning steps wherever you look. This reflection, once looked at critically and analysed, can be key in ensuring that steps are being taken to improve on an individual’s teaching practice.
In this assignment, a critical incident will be observed, analysed using recent and relevant literature to determine what is being witness and how it could affect learning and teaching practices, and then evaluated in order to produce ‘next steps’ to be followed when working in the school environment.
The Role of Critical Reflection
Critical reflection plays an important role in being an educator. Critical reflection can be defined as stepping back to look at practice and questioning how it could be adapted and changed to affect future practice and actions (Department of Education and Training 2007). This can be applied to critical incidents in the classroom. When looking at these incidents, it is important to take part in what is known as reflective practice, in order to help improve and develop teaching practice and allow for a critical reflection (Hargreeves and Page 2013). There are several models of critical reflection available for educators to use to help reflect on their practice in order to develop and teach to the best of their ability. One such model was developed by Schön. Schön’s model looks at reflection on action and reflection in action. Reflection on action is focusing on what has already happened to reflect on the incident and thinking of new ideas should it happen again while reflection in action is looking on an incident as it takes place and adjusting on the go to see if the incident can be improved on immediately (Yanow and Tsoukas 2009). This model of reflection would be highly effective in a classroom setting as reflection in action provides a way to reflect and adapt on the fly to the ever-changing classroom environment. By doing this you would be able to adapt the classroom and plans to the needs of the class and better manage the learning environment as per the QTS standards (Managing the Learning Environment, Welsh Government 2017). Reflection on action, in contrast would allow for more time for a critical reflection to take place meaning that more insightful conclusions could be drawn. It would also allow for time for reading theories surrounding the incident to find solutions and also possible collaboration time with peers and mentors to achieve these improvements (Professional Learning and Collaboration QTS standards Welsh Government 2017). 
Another model that could be looked at when undertaking critical reflection is Kolb’s Experiential Learning Cycle (see appendices 4, Moon 2005).  The model consists of 4 parts with each one playing an important role in critical reflection. By having hands on ‘concrete’ experience you can see first-hand how a critical incident takes place in the environment, reflecting on the experience allows you to look at what happened and review the outcomes, you are then able to learn from that experience and reflection and act and experiment on what you have learned to see the new outcomes. This model of reflection has a very efficient role in the reflection of critical incidents as it allows the practitioner to do, think and act on classroom practices thoroughly and meaningfully. This method of critical reflection provides time for the practitioner to research around the incident (Professional Learning) to ensure the right steps are being taken to benefit the children (Pedagogy) (Welsh Government 2017).
All in all, the role that critical reflection has in education is an important one. It allows practitioners to look back and reflect on their teaching whilst making sure they maintain the correct and effective teaching standards while in the school environment.
The Observation, School and Class Context
This observation took place in School X. School X is located in the Vale of Glamorgan. It is a large 3 form entry school with over 700 pupils ranging from 3 years of age to 11 years of age. The school is mostly white ethnicity pupils of mixed gender and teaches through English medium. School X is situated in a more affluent area in the Vale, with only 11% of its students receiving free school meals, which is lower than the national average. The school also has a lower than national average amount of ALN pupil at only 10%. This information was accurate as of the Estyn (2015) school report 6 years ago. 
The incident observed was within a Year 5 maths class. It was the first lesson of the day, just after 9:30am. It was a calm classroom environment with the children sat at their tables taking part in an activity, only talking to the people on their table. The incident involved a group of lower ability students, who were sat at the front of the classroom, receiving teacher supported learning.
When taking part in this observation, it was ensured that the BERA (2018) ethical guidelines were followed to ensure that the school, staff, and students observed remain anonymous.
The Critical Incident, Linked to Donaldson’s Four Purposes
The critical incident that took was observed took place as follows.
At the front of the class the teacher was working with a lower ability maths class to solve problems on the whiteboard. Child A wanted to try the next level of problems on the board, so the teacher assisted him and modelled how to solve these problems. After the teacher was struggling to clear the board so Child A offered to help. The teacher gave him the resources to do so and praised him for having “a good attitude”. Once the teacher moved away, Child B wanted to try the harder problems. Child A went to the board and showed Child B how to solve them in the way the teacher had shown him, checking with another adult that he had the right answer. Child B then stood and went to take over saying “it’s my turn to be the teacher, I don’t care, I’m being the teacher.” Child A sat down but got up to assist when Child B got stuck. Child B then told them “I am the teacher, sit down!” Child A sat back down, and Child B proceeded to teach Child C. (See appendices 2).
This incident displays some of Donaldson’s four purposes from the new curriculum (2015, Successful Futures) in action. 
Firstly, Child A, B and C are all displaying traits of Ambitious, Capable Learners. They are aiming to challenge themselves in their work and setting high standards for what they want to achieve, as well as being able to take what they have learned and teach and explain this to others successfully. This particularly applies to Child A who was not only able to teach Child B in a way that they understood the subject matter, but they also then felt confident enough in their understanding they had gained from Child A, to then go on and teach another child what they had learnt. The children present in this critical incident were also being Healthy, Confident Individuals. Children A and B were both confident enough to take on the role of the teacher and act and perform in that role while relaying the new information to each other. By taking on this role, they were able to get an insight into the role of the teacher, possibly allowing for the child to gain a mutual respect for their class teacher. These children also felt confident enough to take on work that was seen as too difficult for their level of learning, pushing themselves and ultimately succeeding and overcoming their self-set challenge.
Literature Review
When taking a deeper look at this critical incident, it becomes clear that there are certain themes and theories that could explain the behaviour and actions of those involved. 
One theme present that can be explored is the constructivist approach, focusing on the idea of children learning through doing and being able to make sense of their own learning. This approach uses the works of Bandura, Vygotsky, and Bruner. 
Bandura is well known for his research into learning through observation, or modelling. At the time, more common theories looked at conditioning as a means of learning and behaviour, but Bandura observed through his various studies that behaviour learned is quite often behaviour observed, especially if consequences are witnessed (Aubrey and Riley 2019) In his chapter The Power of Observational Learning Through Social Modelling, Bandura says “seeing others gain desired outcomes by their actions creates outcome expectations that serve as positive incentives.” (2016, pg. 236). This learning through modelling and observations regularly takes place within the classroom setting, usually under the form of teachers modelling to students, although it can be students modelling to each other. This behaviour is also more likely to be modelled if students are able to observe the consequences of such behaviour, for instance, the behaviour of a child being praised by the teacher is more likely to be observed and modelled on upon by other students if they feel they are also going to receive praise. By demonstrating to students what is expected of them and allowing them to observe, teachers can lead by example within the classroom setting, following the managing the learning environment pedagogical principle in teaching standards. (Welsh Government 2017). 
Vygotsky’s work also comes under the constructivist approach, in particular his work on Social Learning Theory. Vygotsky wrote about how a person with a greater knowledge and understanding of a subject can use their higher level of learning to educate someone with a lesser knowledge of this subject. This person would be known as the More Knowledgeable Other (MKO) (Aubrey and Riley 2019). In most classroom contexts, this MKO is typically the teacher, however it could also be a more knowledgeable peer that teaches them about the subject. This knowledge gain typically takes place what Vygotsky calls, the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD). This zone is described as “…the difference between the child’s mental ages based on independent problem solving, on one hand, and collaborative problem solving with an adult who provides the child with assistance…” (Miller 2011, pg.120). While working with the MKO, the learner is able to push themselves into this zone and further their learning. This theory of learning can be applied to Donaldson’s purpose of ambitious, capable learners (2015) as the learner is challenging themselves and setting higher standards of their learning, which they are able to achieve with the help of the more knowledgeable other. This theory can also be applied in the classroom setting when looking at the differentiation pedagogical principle (Welsh Government 2017). The teacher, acting as the MKO can set work that pushes learners into the ZPD wherein they are able to get help from the teacher or other learners who may already have an understanding of the subject, therefore increasing the knowledge of the class.
After looking at these theorists, the next one who should be considered is Bruner, who’s own research is partially based on Vygotsky’s theories. Both Bruner and Vygotsky believed there to be a link between language and intellectual development, however Bruner believed this to be more focused on how learning required social factors alongside language (Farnan 2012). Bruner’s idea of scaffolding links with Vygotsky’s idea of a more knowledgeable other and Bandura’s idea of modelling. The theory suggests that a teacher (or more knowledgeable other) begins to build a framework of how to achieve a task or a level of learning (modelling how part of the task is done) and allows the learner to fill in the gaps for themselves so the learner to create their own understanding of the subject (Olson 2014). By implementing this into the classroom setting, the teacher can provide a framework for the students to work from, to build and adapt their knowledge of a subject in a way that will cement the ideas in their mind and provide them with the starting of an internal framework for learning that can be used in every walk of life, again creating ambitious, capable learners (Donaldson 2015).
Another theme present, that ties in with the constructivist approach, is that of experiential learning. Key researchers for this theory include Dewey, Piaget, and Kolb.
In his essay Why Have Progressive Schools?, Dewey discusses the state of education in 1930’s America and how education used to be based more on experience rather than the rigid curriculum of his time. “There, by taking part in the daily life, he learned habits of industry and perseverance and imbibed his ethical and moral standards.” (Dewey 2021 pg. 135). Dewey talks about time before ‘the 3 R’s’ and how learning has always happened regardless of a formal curriculum. His ideas for how education should be and what education is for tie very closely with Donaldson’s Four Core Purposes today (2015) showing that the ideas of learning through experience have always been present in the world of education and its impact of preparing children for life outside of formal education, in which they are able to continue learning, is a valuable one. In a classroom setting, this experience could be taking on the role of a teacher to experience the learning from a different angle and helping other children learning and experience the subject matter, following the learners leading learning pedagogical principle (Welsh Government 2017). 
Piaget then takes this idea of experiential learning and applies it to his approach of cognitive development. Piaget believed that children are born with a set of ‘schemata’, a mental format that we use to understand the world around us. By experiencing and learning new things, these schemata develop (through a process he calls ‘assimilation’) for us to understand the new experience (Aubrey and Riley 2019). This learning, Piaget wrote, takes place as an “…active personal process…” (The Psychology Book 2011 pg. 264) building on previous knowledge of the child, with the experiences they have. This is also discussed by Rose (2015) who wrote that we need to act, process, and interpret knowledge in order to understand and grow from it, it’s not good enough to just be given the information. Children would benefit much more from being able to experience the learning on their own and in their own way than just being told or given what they need to learn. This is further explored by Huitt and Hummel (2003) the teachers should use lots of variety in the experiences children have to progress their learning.  This idea can be highly beneficial, and a similar concept has been used in the Foundation Phase Framework (2015) and in the national curriculum Key Stages 2-4 documents of the Curriculum for Wales (2008). As seen in the Foundation Phase Framework (2015) document and the Programme of Study for English (2016) (as an example) the use of learning outcomes is used to mark where children should be during various stages of learning. These outcomes become increasingly more complex, building on the knowledge of the previous outcome using new learning experiences, mirroring Piaget’s idea of schema and assimilation. However, these learning stages focusing children needing to have achieved outcomes by a certain age are no longer as relevant in the new curriculum which focuses on 5 progression steps spread over learners from 3-16 years old. This allows for more fluid and overlapping stages of learning, allowing learners to experience and develop at their own pace (Welsh Government 2020).
It was Kolb who then took these ideas and used them to create what he calls the Experiential Learning Theory. Kolb wrote that he believed that the role that experience has on learning needs to be emphasised when looking at education and that we should be looking at the process and not the outcome of learning as a main focus (Kolb 2015). It’s from this that Kolb created the experiential learning cycle, a model that is highly effective for looking at how experiential learning works. An example of this model can be found in Appendices 4. The 4 areas of this model focus on; having an experience, reflecting on what was experienced, allowing the ideas behind the experience to conceptualise themselves and then experimenting around the experience with the ideas formed (Moon 2005). This is a useful way to look at teaching in the classroom, as it focuses on the lesson being more practical and engaging to allow the children to have that experience within their learning, something that Donaldson noted that children wanted more of in his Successful Futures (2015) document. This could be implemented in a classroom setting as a way for children to cement their learning, for example, taking on the role of a teacher and teaching a peer to experiment with what they have just learned, concreting the experience and ideas in their mind.
By looking at these ideas of the constructivist approach and experiential learning, and the literature surrounding it, we can make better informed decisions in the classroom when planning and carrying out the learning of children. We can also use this research to reflect upon personal practice and development.
Reflection, Evaluation and Next Steps for Teaching
By looking at the critical incident, and the theories and theorists that can be applied to it, I am able to reflect and develop my teaching practice in order to better myself and meet the QTS standards. As discussed previously, there are many models of critical reflection I can use to reflect and evaluate my knowledge and use these to create my next steps for personal and professional development.
When looking at the critical incident, I would be able to use the models of reflection mentioned in ‘The Role of Critical Reflection’ on pages 1 and 2, to evaluate the effectiveness of the incident in the classroom setting. By using Reflection in Action (Yanow and Tsoukas 2009), I could observe the impact my actions had on the incident and either change or continue to model my behaviour. Then using Reflection on Action, I could reflect on what had occurred naturally in the class and use that to plan future lessons where the children teach each other to solidify their knowledge. This would work alongside the theories mentioned above, using the constructivist approach and Vygotsky’s More Knowledgeable Other (Aubrey and Riley 2019) to help children consolidate their learning in the classroom, incorporating the learners leading learning QTS standard (Welsh Government 2017) as well as making use of Assessment for Learning (Black 2003), encouraging the children to mark and assess theirs and their peer's work. 
Kolb’s Experiential Learning Cycle (Moon 2005) is also another effective method of critical self-reflection and evaluation. This model of reflection, with its 4 stages, can be used for a more in-depth evaluation of learning and classroom practice. This model would allow me to observe the behaviour in a lesson, whether it be planned or something that has occurred naturally like the critical incident, and then conduct further research into what happened and the implications it may have in the classroom. This research would allow me to develop my profession learning, looking into wider readings around the observed incident to learn about the effectiveness of what was observed (QTS Standards, Welsh Government 2017). From this I would then be able to make a plan to implement what was learned into my classroom setting. I would then be able to observe any changes this had on my practice and the learning of the children and begin the cycle again to adapt and learn accordingly to continue improving my class and teaching. This model of reflection was used when I took part in the bridging experience where I first observed the critical incident. I observed the experience of the children in the incident, I then completed the observation sheet (Appendices 2) and reflected on what I observed. After that, I undertook research to better inform myself of what I observed and have begun to conceptualise this research into ideas to better my practice and professional development as per the Professional Learning QTS standard (Welsh Government 2017).
When taking the theories looked at in relation to the incident observed into account, there are some next steps I would like to undertake regarding my teaching practice. Firstly, I am now more aware that my classroom practice and behaviour can be modelled on, and this applies to positive and negative behaviour. In the incident (appendices 2) it was observed that when child B was ‘teaching’ he said, ‘I am the teacher, sit down!’ in a forceful manner. This behaviour could have been observed or experienced by the child who now thinks that this is the way a teacher talks to students. With this new awareness, I will be able to monitor my own classroom behaviour in case a child models any future behaviour on me.
I think the most effective model of reflection for myself in practice will be Schön’s Reflection in and on Action model (Yanow and Tsoukas 2009) as it will allow me a quick reflection on practice to be able to adapt at the time of the incident and a more in-depth reflection upon the completion of the classroom practice.
Conclusion
When looking back at the beginning of this essay, it is stated that, as a practitioner, everything you do has an impact on your students and through the observations and research done in this essay, it is clear to see that that impact can have a lot of meaning and importance on professional practice. Through the theories and models of reflection, it is easy to observe the importance of becoming a reflective practitioner who is able to recognise, observe and act upon any critical incidents witnessed in the classroom setting in order to better professional and personal practice. By using the theories of the constructivist approach and Social Learning Theory, next steps for professional practice can be researched and chosen in order to meet the QTS standards effectively in the classroom. The QTS standard of learners leading the learning (Welsh Government 2017) is one that can be met through these theories. This also applies to the professional learning standard, that is utilised when taking part in the critical reflection models that have been mentioned, as part of being a reflective practitioner. The approaches focused on in this essay must be utilised effectively in order for them to have the correct impact in the classroom as such approaches, like Social Learning Theory, can just as easily have a negative impact on classroom behaviour as it can have a positive impact. All in all, when working as a practitioner, it is an important part of the role to be able to observe critical incidents, work as a reflective practitioner and take part in wider research to understand them and be able to act accordingly in a classroom setting, making use of this research to meet the QTS standards and develop successful next steps in professional practice.
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Appendices
Appendices 1
	Date and time, year group:  22/09/2021 1:15, Nursery


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

This observation was taken during a continuous provision session in a nursery class. The session took place just after the arrival of the afternoon class to the nursery. The observations were taken outside in the garden area.


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

Child A got upset that another child was having a turn with a toy that she had previously been playing with. Child A ran away crying. A member of staff followed and reassured the child while comforting them ‘it’s okay, she’s allowed to have a turn, if you want it back you just have to ask.’ The member of staff then turned to another member of staff and said, ‘she gets so protective over these toys.’
Later, Child A walked up to me and showed me the guitar she was playing with. I asked her what she has, and she held it out and used it to make a noise. I said, ‘oh wow can you make a loud noise?’ She made a loud noise. I asked if she could make a quiet noise and she made a quieter noise. I looked away to listen to a peer and when I looked back Child A had returned with another guitar and gave it to me saying ‘your turn.’


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

To me, this showed that Child A possibly struggled to engage with her own peers but found it easier to engage with adults.
Areas of possible explanation I would look at would be; the effects of covid on the behaviour and wellbeing of children as not being around peers could have led to the child having difficulty interacting with them; attachment theories, does the child have secure attachments at home which is why she is engaging well with adults, or insecure attachments meaning she is eager to please and receive attention off of adults; and also Skinners operant conditioning theory, did that child learn from her previous interaction that a common interest in an object means that another individual wants to play with said object.

QTS standards observed; progression in learning, listening to learners, real life authentic context




	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 environment was relatively busy for the number of children present. The children hadn’t long come into the school from home as they had only just started nursery.





Appendices 2
	Date and time, year group:23/09/2021, 9:30, year 5


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

This observation was taken first thing in the morning in a maths lesson. It was taking place in a standard classroom setting with the children sat at their tables working.





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

The teacher was working with a group of students to solve math’s problems on a white board. Child A wanted to try the harder sums; the teacher worked with him to solve the problems. After, the teacher tried to clean the whiteboard but could not, child A offered to help and tried but couldn’t. The teacher told gave the child some wipes and told them they had a “good attitude,” and he cleaned the board. When the teacher moved away, the child took himself back to the board to explain to his friend (Child B) how to answer a problem. He checked with a staff member that he had the right answer before confirming with Child B. Child B then got up to have a go “It’s my turn to be the teacher, I don’t care I’m being the teacher” and took over from Child A. Child A sat down and let him have a go but got up to help when he got stuck. Child B then said, “I am the teacher sit down!” to Child A who sat down. Child B then proceeded to teach what Child A had taught him to Child C.



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

Possible avenues of exploration would include Vygotsky and his theory of learning through social interaction (constructivist school of learning); Bandura’s modelling theory and learning through observation, Kolb’s Experiential learning theory and the logical consequences model of behaviour management focusing on a child’s unconscious need for power.

QTS standards observed; real life authentic contexts, learners leading learning, differentiation




	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 was a relatively calm environment with working partner conversations taking place. This was the first lesson of the day.







Appendices 3
	Date and time, year group:23/09/2021 11:30, Year 3


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

The following observation took place in a year 3 maths class, just after breaktime.



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

While setting off a focus task group, the teacher sat on the same level as the children. He only got up to point to the question on the board. The teacher then sat back down and modelled the work on his small whiteboard to show the children how to set out the work in their books. The teacher then went overstep by step instructions for the children to follow on how to complete their work. The teacher remained on their level for the whole activity and was calm and clear in his delivery of the task.



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

Possible areas of exploration could be Bandura’s modelling and learning through observation theory, Cognitive load theory, through the way the teacher presented the task in a step-by-step manner and lead a class introduction to go over prior knowledge of the task, and the behaviourist approach to learning, the teacher set small achievable tasks for the children so they would gain that sense of accomplishment.



	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 classroom, while it had colour, used one consistent shade (purple) for a majority of its displays.







Appendices 4
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Figure 3.1 A simplified version of the experiential learning cycle (Kolb, 1984)





