


The Learner: who am I teaching?  (ECAD6007)         Student Number: 0400613

A teacher should be considered as a facilitator of research informed education.  One has to be conscious of self-reflection and be able to analyse one’s personal teaching practice without bias, or any pre-conceived notions.  ‘Critical incident’ dissection is a pedagogical theory that has been developed and instigated by David Tripp (1993), during which teachers observe a ‘significant event’ in the classroom, which may have momentous consequences, such as presenting as the embryo of future, in-depth action research’.  Tripp (p.24) says that ‘they are an excellent way to develop an increasing understanding of and control over professional judgement and thereby over practice’.  He goes on to articulate that the majority of these critical incidents are ‘not at all dramatic’, but merely ‘straightforward accounts of very commonplace events’.

   When it comes to the matter of what I have chosen to discuss in this assignment, I feel that I am almost spoilt for choice!  Tripp has generously declared that ‘everything that happens is a potential critical incident; we just have to analyse it critically to make it one’ (p.28).  I have, therfore, chosen an occurence that I observed that requires more research on how children learn – specifically with regard to Cognitive Science.  It is not the obvious topic that I would naturally veer toward and it is certainly not within the realms of my previous expertise, which is exactly why I have elected for this line of enquiry and research.  This will be quite a ‘journey’ of discovery for me, which will hopefully dispel many myths that I may have encountered and render me more able to become an improved, more enlightened educator.

   It is unfortunate that I was unable to attend my PTE school for the full observation sessions, due to circumstances beyond my control.  It is not quite the same because it is more difficult to gauge the ambience or ‘vibe’ of the classroom from a computer screen!. The alternative of studying ‘You Tube’ videos for this exercise is a necessary alternative but it is hardly comparable.  I have selected, for the critical incident, a Year 5, Key Stage 2 primary class - the ages of the children would be 9/10 years old.  From the observation, it is safe to assume that it is a diverse and inclusive classroom, consisting of children of multi race/faiths.  The pupils are seated in rows of long tables: the participants are extremely attentive.

      The method of observation for this enquiry is non-participant.  The researcher strives to be unobtrusive and does not interract with the pupils and remains passive.  The aim of the exercise is to record an objective and factual written account in ‘real time’, although it may be necessaey to revise/complete the notes as soon after the lesson as is possible, while the memory is still  fresh.  This methodology allows the researcher to concentrate on the task at hand, without any distractions and is disassociated from the activities – ideally!  Some practitioners/students may choose to record everything they see, possibly concentrating on one individual child or group.  A pre-prepared template is useful if specific aspects of information/behaviour /hypothesis is required.  The selection of the method of recording is dependant on the purpose of the observation.  
Cohen et al (2011) conclude:
‘The best illustration of the non-participant observer role is perhaps the case of the researcher sitting at the back of a classroom coding up every three seconds the verbal exchanges between teacher and pupils by means of a structured set of observational strategies’. (p.297) 
In participant observation, the observer plays an active part in the activities that they wish to record.  The group or individual may or may not know that they are being watched.  Observations can be made under two conditions.  Non-intervention in activities is seen as performed under ‘natural conditions’, whereas the deliberate inclusion of a stimulus to create a reaction, is viewed as ‘controlled observation’.
However, there can be disadvantages to using observation as a method of collecting evidence/data.  Behaviours may alter if groups or individuals become aware that they are being watched.  This is known as the Hawthorn Effect.  

It is possible that the results can be hampered if it is found that the researcher is biased or subjective.  Each individual observer may have differing interpretations of the same incident/s. There is the possiblity that the observation may be incomplete.  Due to detailed written recording, the scribe could have been distracted and missed something important.

There are multiple ways of recording findings.  Narrative and descriptive methods are usually used in qualitative research.  The use of numbers would result in a quantitive study.  All methods of observations have pros and cons.  For this particular assignment , written or typed notes were employed on purposely prepared templates.  Videos or hidden cameras are also a source of conducting visual observation but the student must be particularly aware of the ethics here and need to gain permission for all forms of research/observation.

  As I have already intimated, the critical incident that I have chosen to focus on is a Year 5 Key Stage 2 – a Mathematics lesson, to be precise.  The Lesson Theme is: Calculating angles on a straight line.
The children are seated at tables in groups.  As well as the class teacher, there are two other adults in the room sitting at individual tables with the children.  In this video clip they are at first passive observers but then join in with the activity. The class teacher briskly begins the lesson – this pace is retained throughout.
The teacher immediately insists on the undivided attention of the whole class.  He gives instructions for the pupils, ‘Do what I’m saying and not what I’m doing!’ 
He proceeds to perform various actions, such as telling the children to put their hands on their shoulders, whilst he is actually folding his own arms.  So he manages to ‘catch out’ a number of pupils.  They are not paying enough attention to the instructions and need to concentrate harder.  This has ensured that the children are now alert and the correct responses improve.
The teacher now points to the main Whiteboard at the front of the class.  He draws the pupils’ attention to the W.I.L.F. (What I’m Looking For).  This could be contrued as the Learning Objective – which is: I can calculate angles on a straight line.
The teacher then reveals a mathematical question on the whiteboard.  There is a a straight line, p------------q with a semi-circle on the line, revealing three angles - the middle angle is left blank, when those on either side are revealed.  From this given information, it is expected that most if not all of the children should be able to calculate the size in degress of the middle angle (x).  This could be interpreted as evidence of the Success Criteria.  They will revisit this at the end of the lesson, but must not use a protracter – at least not until after they have solve what X is and then they can check their answer to see if it is correct?

The teacher asks the children to point out some of the important words.  A pupil offers up the word ‘angle’.  The teacher indicates that the children have been studying this topic for a number of weeks.  The word ‘calculation’ is also flagged up.
The teacher then suggests that the children need to get ‘warmed up’ and he suggests an exercise in Memory and Recall.  The teacher affirms the fact that memory linked to maths are about things that they have already done.
He asks why memory is important?  A child puts his hand up and answers: ‘If we remember something, it will be easier for us’.  This is my Critical Incident.

The school curriculum is designed to help every child and young person to develop to the best of their ability.  Every chld deserves the opportunity to flourish and thrive and to look forward to a suuccessful future in whatever path they chhoose to follow.  The New Curriculum promotes this aspiration.  Children need to be aware of and show pride in their Welsh heritage and language (Curriculum Cymraeg). They must also be producted under the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child.  They should expect to lead fit and healthy lives, free from any form of abuse or exploitation.  They have a right to expect a robust education – including Numeracy, Literacy and Digital Competence and access to the Six Areas of Learning.  Mental health is also an ongoing issue for young people.   Children and young people must be made aware they are valued members of their own families and of the wider community.  They must expect to achieve economic autonomy.  Health and
 Well-being is at the heart of everything!
All our children and young people will be
Ambitious capable learners who:
· Set themselves high standards and seek and enjoy challenge
· Are building up a body of knowledge and have the skills to connect and applythat knowledge in different contexts
· Are questioning and enjoy solving problems
· Can communicate effectivelyin different forms and settings, using both Welsh and English
· Can explain the ideas and concepts they are learning about
· Can use number effectively in different contexts  ...
Just a small sample of the four purposes that I referred to earlier.
Donaldson (2015)
The examples of teaching and learning are reflected in a number of the Four Purposes.  I only selected one Critical Incident but there were other examples which I could have chosen.

‘Desirable difficulties’ is a phrase suggested by Robet Bjork, a cognitive psychologist, which describes the counterintuitive concept that there are methods of learning that may appear at first to be less effective and may even progress to more errors during the process of learning, but then eventually culminate to better performance eventually.  One such disirable difficulty could be said to be ‘spacing’.  This practice aims to spread learning over time, rather than repeating the same information in close succession.  Topics would be spread out over time and then revisited at spaced intervals to prevent overload.
A concept which is similar is ‘interleaving’ which advocates interchanging between various topics  .  An example would be a lesson in maths, then perhaps Welsh, then in a history session next, before reaturning to maths again.  It has been suggested that in normal school practice, teaching subjects in blocks resulted in advanced accuracy but in the course of a standardised test, the practice of interleaving produced higher accuracy. 
The most unexpected of these desirable difficulties is the ‘testing effect’.  This involves multiple choice testing, which encouraged the participants  not only to consider what was the right answer but about all the possible answers – whether correct or not, which assisted in the recall of information that was not tested but was information that was related.  Can testing, therefore, be viewed as a learning tool in itself?


Memory recall or retrieval is the ability to remember events or information that were previously encode and then store in the brain. Retreival is the third step in the processing of we call memory.  The first stage is the encoding of memory, followed b y the storage of memory.  The retreival of the encoded and stored memory is vital because otherwise storing information would be deemed pointless.  

Weinstein and Sumeracki (2018) in their very informative text and blogs, offer tips to teachers/student and parents on ‘how we learn’ from the perspective of cognitive psychologists.They suggest that teachers use spacing techniques in their planning.  As well as praising the virtues of spacing and interleaving, they suggest that this type of planning will assist students to organise their own learning.  When abstract concepts are introduced to the curriculum, use more than one concrete example to explain the idea and ensure that the links between them are emphasised.  Using visuals effectively can assist in the decoding of text, by usng comparrisons, such as their similarities and differences.  Pupils then describe the visual images in words, or they can draw a representation of what they are reading.  Sketching visuals through just memory combines dual coding with the practice of retrieval.
Reinforcement and retrieval practice can be incorporated in the classroom.  The authors suggest producing frequent low stakes quizzes.  This strategy is employed to reduce anxiety, as the stakes are lower.  It is suggested that these quizzes can contain multiple choice, or pupils can just relay their thoughts/memories in written form on a sheet of paper, or they can draw what they have retrieved.  Younger pupils will benefit from more guidance, particularly if the material is challenging.  Scaffolding the retrieval task can also be implemented.  Withdraw the support gradually as the process becomes easier or more familiar.  The use of tests is normally reserved for the process of assessment but they serve to aid practice of retrieval, which in turn is thought to strengthen memory.  Multiple choice questions work best when the alternatives to the correct answer are plausible.
 
 The practice of understanding can be developed via a process known as elabortion. This connects information which is new to the recipient to the knowledge that has already been acquired – this adds features to existing memories.
A common misconception about retrieval practice is that is is just about how to memorise facts.  There is no denying that this concept seems to be gaining more attention – some may even go so far as to suggest that it could produce a revolution in terms of teaching and learning. The practice of retrieval is a reference to the act of recalling information that has already been learnt (with little or no support).  Each time the information is retrieved it adjusts the original memory to make it stronger.  This process cements the information in the long term memory, which means that it should be easier to retrieve when required in the future.   Memory shifts from the sensory store, to the short-term memory, then in to the long-term memory.
   The research in the field of cognitive psychology examines a widespread range of processes that most people take little notice of but would certainly be aware of  if they suddenly ceased.  This branch of psychology seeks to understand the procedures which are attained at a higher level, that are the basis of who we are   and examples of this are how we learn language, how we problem solve and how we create memories.  Piaget believed that that children go through four stages of developmen in order to acquire knowlege about the world about us.  These stages were labelled the sensiormotor, pre-operational, concrete operational and formal operational stages.  All children were said to pass through these in the same order but nt necessarily at the same ages.  This expected progressioncan be influenced by many factors – e.g. culture,biological development etc.

In studying an often complex theory, which is often subjectice, with regards to the universal human experience, psychologists run the risk of reducing an intricate subject down to a simplified set of codes and rules.  Theories and findings often imply that our behaviour is out of control and we have no control because this is predetermined by biological factors or past experiences.  We can be made to feel uncomfortable about the facts concerning human nature.  As humans we trust our memories enough to believe that they are telling the truth.  Would we remember exactly what we were doing last Tuesday?  Consider how eyewitness testimony could help to convict an innocent person!  Memories can be held in such high regard and the thought of developing dementia, perhaps some time in the future, terrifies us.  We compensate by filling in the memory gaps in our knowledge with a credible substitute.  Memory, the brain etc.is never likely to be an exact science? But theorists and cognitive psychoiogists keep on searching for the ‘Holy Grail.’ 

Teachers need to take active remedies to reduce pupils’ cognitive overload.  To do this ,the educator will require extensive expert knowledge of the taught subject and know the pupils in their class.  This challenge must be monitored so that is is not too easy or too difficult but finding a half-way solution.  The capacity of the working memory (WM) is somewhat limited.  The cognitive load is the amount of information our WM can hold at any one time.  Educators can support learners to maximise their working memory with a range of meta cognitive strategies.  We can create stories from information that we wish to be retained. Or break down the information in the form of notes, diagrams or split resources into manageable chunks.  Learning activities must not over-burden the WM.  Pupils should be encouraged to reflect on their learning and make a habit of it.  Too much information is detrimental to learning.  Planning can be structured to meet the needs of making tasks not too challenging for pupils.
Pupils should be encouraged to manage their motivation, in ordrto adhere to their learning – particularly when independant learning is required.  An example of this is when pupils are required to comlete homework.  It is often too tempting for children to put off doing this task, when there is much temptation to do other things that are less of a hassle.  They must be made aware of the long term goals and benefits of a good education.  Praise and encouragement may tip the balance?

In the process of the reflective cycle, educators are require to deliver the teaching and then self-assess what effect this endeavour has had on the learning.  Is this through assessment, questining, feedback, or perhaps as a result of the work produced?  Reflection can be said to be an integral part of teaching and learning.  Sharing best practice with teaching peers and exchanging ideasis always a plus.  I cannot say that I relish this but teachers should be regularly observed by senior .  Reflective practice can help to inspire confidence and improve continuous professional development.  Any barriers to learning can be identified, resulting in more consructive lesson planning.  Reflection can also result in the acquisition of deeper subject knowledge and new skills, with regards to the execution of teaching.
Experience has shown that new educational research is always evolving and theories change or adapt over time.   Educators must not allow thememselves to become repetitive, uninspited, complacent, or just institutialised and boring!  Length of time being a teacher does not necessarily correspond with expertise.

In the new Teaching Standards in Wales, Pedagogy is seen as the advancement of learning through the effective application of subject knowledge and discipline.  The teacher has to show understanding of the use of real life,authentic contexts for learning.  ‘Learners initiate,drive and reflect upon authentic experience which reinforces prior learning and provides context for further development across all four purposes.


   
    

    















OBSERVATION / FIELD NOTES
(Questions adapted from Fletcher Wood (2016)
	Date and time, year group:


	Lesson details: (Context and focus -/AoLE/subject- is it near start of end of unit of study? Indoors/outdoors? Ability range? Any particularly relevant information).







	Classroom culture
(What is the classroom ‘vibe.’? What do attitudes, dispositions, behaviours towards learning seem like at this point in time?)








	Objectives
(What happens in the environment that communicates the purpose of the experiences?  What can be observed regarding the way lesson activities relate to these purposes?










	Direction
(What can be observed that helps learners understand what they are engaging in?  What in the environment helps them understand how to achieve well)? 









	Access and challenge
 (What can be observed in the environment that enables engagement of learners? What can be observed regarding levels of challenge?











	Assessment
(Can anything be observed about how student’s existing knowledge is used?  Can anything be observed regarding the development of knowledge during or after the experience)?










	Specifics / Critical Incidents
 (Are there moments which cause you to consider aspects of practice when you come across them in future teaching)?
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