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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 

Professional judgement is vital in the teaching environment. It should be continuously developed throughout our teaching career as simply maintaining and reinforcing existing patterns would not be beneficial for the students we are teaching or for our own professional progress (Tripp, 2011 p.1). As new curriculums are developed, and with ever-changing school environments, reflection is a vital tool for developing our own professional judgement.
   This essay will look at the role of critical reflection and specifically the developing role of teachers and teaching as a profession and looking into the recent reforms in education and how this has affected the roles of teachers. The essay will go on to discuss the critical incident that was observed. Providing context for the incident, ensuring that explicit anonymity is maintained throughout, referring to BERA (2018). The evaluation of the incident will showcase the links to Donaldson’s Four Purposes (Donaldson, 2015, p.29-31) and will include a literature review, identifying potential research areas to provide context to the incident as well as demonstrating an awareness of the developing curriculum in Wales. The review will serve to highlight notable points and engage with the different perspectives on the areas that are being evaluated. 
   The literature review will allow for reflection and evaluation of the focus of the critical incident and set forth a number of steps to take in my own professional practice.

The role of critical reflection

Reflective thinking involves three factors, experiencing something, thinking, and reflecting on the experience and then learning from it. Reflection in teaching is not a new concept, Dewey (1933) outlined that there were three attributes in a reflective individual. The first was open-mindedness and this is showcasing a willingness to consider different arguments and understanding that previous views may have been misconceived. The second was responsibility and this referred to the willingness to consider and accept the consequences of actions. The third was wholeheartedness, and this brings together the previous two attributes to examine your current beliefs, consequences and assumptions in order to develop your professional judgement. Although this theory is almost ninety years old, it provides the foundations that have been built upon over recent decades.
  The ‘single most important school variable influencing student achievement’ is the quality of the teacher according to large-scale surveys conducted over the last 20 years, both nationally and internationally (OECD, 2005). In recent years, critical reflection has become a vital part of the teaching profession, serving to advance the professional development of teachers. It is a tool that has become a key factor in the push to better the educational standards of schools to ensure that the learning potential of pupils is maximised (Zwozdiak-Myers, 2012 p.xi). 
  The complexities of life have become more visible to students who have unfiltered access to world events and issues through social media and other online resources. It is because of this that teachers must adapt in their role to ensure that they are not only maintaining their acknowledgement of the diverse abilities, backgrounds, and beliefs of their pupils but to be sensitive to cultural issues and more recently recognised issues surrounding gender and tolerance.
 To critically reflect on your own practice, teachers should see themselves as ‘researchers and theorists as well as practitioners’ (Moore, 2000, p.146) and this requires being adaptable and open to change, which is not always easy for certain individuals. However, with teachers’ being responsible for preparing pupils to be a part of the wider world, it is vital. Donaldson outlines that it is the teachers’ role to ensure that by the time that they leave education all our children and young people will be: ambitious capable learners who are ready to learn throughout their lives; enterprising, creative contributors who are ready to play a full part in life and work; ethical, informed citizens who are ready to be citizens of Wales and the world and healthy, confident individuals who are ready to lead fulfilling lives as valued members of society (Donaldson, 2015, p.29-30). Critical reflection is a key factor in achieving this goal.
   Being a reflective practitioner can sometimes be wrongly interpreted as the development of the knowledge or skills that are needed to be considered a great teacher, but this is not the case. Being a reflective practitioner is to strive to gain the specific skills that are needed to constructively reflect on your ongoing teaching to develop the skills and knowledge to improve the effectiveness of your own work (Ibid. p.128).

Observation: School and Class Context

Given that the incident being examined in this study took place in a school context, the confidential and anonymous treatment of participants’ data will be maintained throughout, following the BERA guidelines. Therefore, the name of the school, educators and students will remain anonymous, recognising the entitlement of both institutions and individual participants to privacy (BERA, 2018, p. 21).
   My observation took place in an English-medium 11-18 comprehensive school. There are over 1500 students currently enrolled. The number of pupils that are eligible for free school meals is considerably lower than the national average, sitting around 4% and around 4% of the student enrolled live in the 20% most deprived areas in Wales (Estyn, 2019, p.1).  In terms of Additional Learning Needs, the school has around 1% of pupils with statements of special education needs and close to 8% of pupils have special education needs. These are both lower than the national average. Most pupils are from a white British background, around 2% of pupils speak English as an additional language. Similarly, very few pupils speak Welsh at home (ibid, p.1).
   The observation took place in a mixed ability English lesson for a year 7 class and was straight after a break time. There are fourteen English teachers within the school and there are only seven classrooms to accommodate the subject area. The projector had broken in the classroom, so they were forced to move to a computer room to move forward with an improvised lesson plan. This was the first time that the year 7 students had been in a computer room. Students had been given homework in the previous lesson to produce a fact-file at home on a chosen Greek God.
    
Critical Incident linked to Donaldson’s Four Purposes

Tripp states that it is not easy for an observer or a teacher to recognise a critical incident because, unlike incidents, critical incidents do not just occur, they are created. (Tripp, 2011, p.8). A practitioner who is looking for a critical incident to reflect on can create their own. In principle, a critical incident is a product of the way that we look at the situation. Creating a critical incident is a judgement that practitioners make, and the foundations of that judgement are reinforced by the significance that they attach to the meaning of that critical incident (ibid, p.8). 
   Based on Tripp’s ideology, the preconceived intention for this observation was to identify the links to Donaldson’s Four Purposes (Donaldson, 2015, p.29-30).
   To open the lesson, the teacher explained to the class that the fact-file task that was originally set for homework would now be done in that lesson. After already choosing the God in the previous lesson Student A called out to the teacher “What is the name of the God that Hercules is based on?”. The teacher then replied, “Student A have you asked a friend?” and when Student A replied with a “No”, the teacher addressed the whole class and asked if there was anyone that would be able to help them, Student B was able to, so the job to teach was handed over to Student B and there was a student that could help.
  Around ten minutes later, Student C, who had been quietly sitting on the computer, was sitting next to Student D, a much more outgoing pupil, and he was having trouble with their computer. Due to the lack of resources in that improvised classroom, Student D had to move to the computer downstairs. Upon Student D’s departure, Student C quickly got the attention of the teacher to ask them to explain what a fact-file was even though the teacher had already explained this to the class as a whole a number of times. The teacher sat next to Student B and got them to research what a fact file was and gave them a breakdown of what was needed to successfully complete the task.
   The Four Purposes provide teachers and leaders across Wales with a common mission, but they can be used as an evaluation tool to identify pupils’ greatest needs. The focus of this incident is predominantly focused on Student C, the teacher in the incident above knew which of the four purposes that Student C needed most and created the teaching and learning environment that addressed those needs. 
    The incident fit into three of the Four Purposes. Firstly, the teacher helped to develop Student B into an ambitious and capable learner through using digital technologies creatively. Similar to the way in which the teacher dealt with Student A when they were told to seek out the answer elsewhere, Student C was encouraged to research the answer using the digital tools in front of them. Secondly, the teacher helped to develop Student C into an enterprising, creative contributor by encouraging them to think creatively to reframe and solve problems and teaching them to identify and grasp opportunities. Finally, the teacher helped to develop Student C into a healthy, confident individual by encouraging them to use their skills and knowledge to manage everyday life as independently as they can.

Literature review

As noted above, Student C from the critical incident is the focus for this literature review. The incident can be linked to various areas of research but what this study will focus on is answering two main questions that stemmed from the critical incident. The first question is Why didn’t Student C ask for help earlier in the lesson? And the second question is Why did the teacher help Student C personally, and not Student A?
  The instructions for the task had been given in the previous lesson as the work was meant to be homework and had been given again twice in class and although there was a lot of fussing amongst the pupils, due to it being the first time they had been in a lesson based in the computer room, students had started to get on with the work. Student C had been waiting patiently at their computer, fussing around with programmes on there, trying to look busy, and it was not until Student D left the classroom that Student C asked for help. It was this element of the incident that was striking, why did Student C ask for help earlier in the lesson? 
   Looking at the impact of personal relationships on pupils in the classroom firstly brings us to Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory (1977) where he suggested that there were 5 systems of relationships that make up a child’s environment that has direct impact on their development. The first level of the theory is the Microstsytem, and this looks at the things that have a direct contact with the child in their immediate environment (ibid). The microsystem is made up of family members, such as parents and siblings, school peers and their teachers. Applying the theory to the critical incident would show that the teacher and Student D would have a direct impact on Student C’s development. Relationships within the microsystem work both ways, in the same way that others in the environment can influence the child, the child can also influence others. 
   One thing to note is that within the microsystem, the interactions between those in the environment are personal and therefore serve as crucial to the support of the development of the child (ibid). It is the Teacher and Student D who would have a profound impact on the development of Student C. Considering the amount of time that a child spends in school, nurturing the relationships in their environment, awareness of this theory is important. Student D was very overpowering in the classroom and after engaging with Bronfenbrenner’s theory, it could suggest that Student C’s microsystem was halting their development. Student C was not able to express his confusion about the task until after Student D was sent to a different classroom.  
    However, there are some drawbacks to Bronfenbrenner’s theory, the first being the age. Although there have been revisions to the original 1977 theory (Bronfenbrenner, U., & Ceci, S. J., 1994) almost thirty years have passed. When discussing the role of critical reflection earlier in this essay, it was noted that teacher have had to adapt to a world with social media influences and the ease of access to the internet, and this is relevant when looking critically at Bronfenbrenner’s theory. although the online elements could fit nicely into the Exosystem, which incorporates the social structures that may not directly contain the child but have an influence on their environments, especially the microsystem a revision of the theory would make for a more relevant theory.
   It is undoubtable that the systems and environments that Bronfenbrenner outlines in this theory have an impact on the child. However, a drawback is putting this theory to the test. We can make assumptions about the microsystems and the profound effect that they may have on Student C, but we are unable to pinpoint whether the ecological systems are the sole factors in the development and behaviours of a child. Another drawback to the theory is that the focus on the impact of negative environments also may lead to there being assumptions made about a child who may not have a positive environment. On one hand, we cannot assume that just because a pupil has a strong micro and macrosystem, that they will develop faster and into better individuals than those who were did not. On the other hand, if the was a breakdown in family support in the child’s microsystem, is it the responsibility of the school to make up for the loss of support at home. In that case, Henderson (1995) believes that there should be the creation of an environment that nurtures families and to do that teachers and schools should work to support the primary relationships. 
   The second question that came from the critical incident was Why did the teacher help Student C personally, and not Student A? Things to note linking to the school environment. This was the first full school year that year 7s have had since they were in year 4 due to the COVID-19 pandemic. The student within this classroom have missed years of development in schools, although education moved online during the pandemic, you cannot teach resilience and sociability over a computer. Similarly, it was also only the second week in a comprehensive school for these students, so they were not overly familiar with the classrooms, teachers, and pupils. Taking this into consideration when trying to answer the second question, the direction of research guided straight to differentiated instruction.
   Tomlinson (2005), a pioneer in the field of differentiated instruction defines it as a philosophy of teaching that acknowledges that students learn best when their teachers accommodate the differences in their readiness levels, interests and learning profiles. With classrooms becoming increasingly diverse and the mixed ability classes differentiation allows for teachers to create a learning environment for a variety of different abilities (Subban, 2006). Differentiation can be challenging in the learning environment, but Sherrington (2014) says that it does not have to include a vast range of tiered resources but need the use of professional judgement to subtly change the different interactions with each student, based on their individual progress and abilities (Ibid).
   The critical incident saw two different students needing assistance from the teacher, it was given in both instances but how it was given differed. Student A being told to get the assistance from Student B could reflect the teacher’s awareness of Student A’s microsystems. Similarly, the teacher’s awareness of Student C’s microsystem giving less support.
    A leading expert in the Constructivist school of thought, Vygotsky’s (1930) Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) theory reinforces Sherrington’s (2014) argument for subtle changes to interactions, but he also provides a way to determine what pupils need from the teacher. It outlines that when a student is in the ZPD for a particular task, providing the appropriate assistance will give the student enough of a "boost" to achieve the task (ibid). 
  Within a classroom setting, the teacher is the professional, suitably trained to mentor (Tomlinson, 2004) but with Vygotsky’s theory the ‘expert’ is the person who will assist those who need help. There are three levels of the ZPD: a task that a learner cannot accomplish with assistance; tasks a learner can accomplish with assistance; tasks a learner can accomplish without assistance (Vygotsky, 1930). It is the role of the teacher to identify which level of the ZPD the student sits. 
    Both Student A and Student C had the ability to accomplish the tasks with a little assistance, in this situation Vygotsky states that the teacher, or ‘expert’ may use various techniques to give pupils what they need to understand the skills that are required to get on with the task on their own. If we were to apply this ideology to the critical incident, it would account for the differentiated instruction used for Student A and C. in the case for Student A, the teacher picked a more competent peer to become the ‘expert’, whereas with Student C the teacher was the ‘expert’. 
   Vygotsky’s theory is over ninety years old, but it has been used as a framework for research surrounding differentiation in more recent years. Subban (2006) argues that it has implications for teaching and learning in contemporary times. Sherrington (2014) argues that there are two things that are non-negotiable in a classroom, neglecting the basic entitlement of students with particular learning needs and setting work that is too easy for the top end of students. This reinforces Vygotsky’s theory, when it states that if a pupil finds a task too easy, then they will become bored and learning stops. Similarly, if a student is really struggling with something then they become frustrated and once again learning stops
   The literature has shown that although some of the foundations of educational theory may seem outdated, they do pave the way for academic debates, awareness, and adaptation in this generation. As the world progresses and classrooms become increasingly diverse, the theories that can be seen as outdated are still leading the way in developing new strategies to better learning environments and creating better education to give students the tools that are needed to meet the four purposes (Donaldson, 2015), getting them ready for life outside of the school walls.
  
 




Reflection, evaluation, and next steps

When answering the two questions in the literature review, it was clear that the literature highlighted two main points, how Student C’s microsystem affected their learning and the use of differentiated instruction. 
   For this reflection I will use Kolb’s (1984) Learning Cycle. It is made up of four parts. The first is the Concrete experience, this is the physical experience of the situation that has been noted in the critical incident. The second is where this section will start and it is called the Reflective observation, this is time to reflect deeper on the situation and begin to ask questions. The third is the Abstract conceptualisation, this is what was learned from the experience. Finally, the last is the Active Experimentation, this is how to put what has been learned into practise.

Reflective observation

When Student A was told to ask Student B for help, I ignorantly brushed off the incident as good teaching practice, being aware of Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development, I just assumed that the teacher had made Student B the ‘expert’. It was only when I saw the teacher offer a different type of instruction to Student C that I realised that there was research potential into the incident, that had now become critical.  
   Before reading the literature on ecological systems theory, I was aware of some of the ways that environments could impact pupils, but I was not aware of how many factors there could be. When it comes to the Ecological Systems Theory, without being introduced to the research until the previous section of this essay, I was mostly aware of the positive impacts of environments. 
   Although the teacher was not aware of any potential ALN that Student C had, the pandemic took pupils out of schools on and off for two years, and the pupils were only three weeks into the term in a new comprehensive school. It is likely that the teacher would not have known what the family network was like at home for Student C, but they were aware of the impacts that peers can have and with the main source of attention, Student A, being moved to a different room, the teacher took the time to sit with Student C and give them their undivided attention for a few minutes. This gave Student C the confidence and the success criteria to complete the task.

Abstract conceptualisation

In terms of the Professional standards for teaching and leadership (2019) in Wales, this incident fit into many categories. To meet the Pedagogy standard, the teacher met the needs of learners using differentiation, they were also aware of their cross-curricular responsibilities and used computers to tackle digital competency. Similarly, throughout the critical incident, the four purposes were the driver for the learners’ experience. To meet the Leadership and Professional learning standards, leading learning was developed through the contribution of research when the teacher asked Student C to research the answer to his own question. Finally, to meet the Collaboration standards, the teacher supported and developed others using differentiated instruction.



Active Experimentation

Through the research into Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory, I will ensure that an awareness of the number of impacts different environments can have on the development of a student. This reflects the importance of differentiation, a staple practice in teaching.
   I would like to utilise pupils leading the learning in my practice, it helps to build the confidence of both individuals, Student A through asking for help and Student B through offering it. I would like to create and encourage a system to get student to come to the teacher as a last resort, they can think about it themselves, try and research the answer, ask a peer and then the teacher. because it helps to achieve the common mission of the Four Purposes to get students ready to become active members of the Wales and the wider world.
 
Conclusion

A great deal has been covered in this study. Three critical incidents were identified throughout observation, of which one was the focus of this study. The observer’s awareness of pedagogical techniques, the critical incident gave real-life experience to the observe.  This essay investigated the role of critical reflection, concluding that the teacher is the single most important variable in the achievement of a student. Over recent years, reflection has become a vital part of the teaching profession. The study provided context around the critical incident and went on to outline the incident itself. The literature review gave served to answer two main questions that came from the critical incident, and in answering the questions uncovered the Ecological Systems Theory and Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development Theory. 
   Looking at the incident critically and delving deeper into the research that may have informed the techniques used in the classroom served to inform the observer’s own practice in the future. It gave the observer the opportunity to identify what went well and what did not, to essentially make their practice better as they become practitioners in the teaching profession.
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Appendix A – Observation Record 1
	Date and time, year group: Year 7, 23th September, 10:20am


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

· English Lesson
· There are fourteen English teachers within the school and there are only seven classrooms. 
· Projector had broken in one of the classrooms so had to improvise the lesson plan and move classrooms to the only other free room.



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

After already choosing the God in a previous lesson, one of the students called out to the teacher “What is the name of the God that Hercules is based on?” the teacher replied “have you asked a friend?” and when the answer “no” was given, the teacher addressed the class and asked if there was anyone in the class that could help the student. 




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

· Pavlov’s Conditioning Theory
· Schools of Learning
· Four Purposes of the curriculum
· Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory


	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)

· It was the first time that the year 7s had used the computer room.
· After their first break.















Appendix A – Observation Record 2
	Date and time, year group: Year 7, 23th September, 10:20am


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

· English Lesson
· There are fourteen English teachers within the school and there are only seven classrooms. 
· Projector had broken in one of the classrooms so had to improvise the lesson plan and move classrooms to the only other free room.



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


After the teacher had explained the research task, asked if there any questions and answered any questions that he was required to. Student A was sat next to Student B and Student B was having trouble with his computer, having to move to the computer downstairs. Upon Student B’s departure, Student A quickly got the attention of the teacher to ask him to explain what it was that the class were meant to be doing. The teacher sat in the newly freed up seat and got Student A to research what a fact file was in order to show him what it was that the class had to do in that lesson.




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

· Pavlov’s Conditioning Theory
· Schools of Learning
· Four Purposes of the curriculum
· Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory
· Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development



	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)


· It was the first time that the year 7s had used the computer room.
· After their first break.









Appendix A – Observation Record 3
	Date and time, year group: year 8, 23rd September, 14:00pm


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

· Ethics and Philosophy
· Big class of 33 students
· Straight after lunch





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

Students were coming in from lunch, the teacher greeted them at the door and gave each of them a small piece of paper each and told them not to worry about it until later. There was a task on the board for them as they walked in. Students had to guess what the images on the board showed in terms of key terms in Christianity. 




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


· Behavioural studies
· Conditioning theory
· Distruptions in classrooms







	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)













