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Introduction 
The Role of Critical Reflection

“The important thing is not to stop questioning.” (Albert Einstein)

This analysis of the critical incidents is based on three types of critical reflection (Schon, 1983), using my observation notes as a tool that helped me to ‘reflect-on-action’ (mostly while driving back home), ‘reflect-in-action’ (using my daily observation notes from my time in school), and ‘reflect-for-action’ (searching for answers and understanding mostly).  
My main focus was to create a framework that can be used as an anchor in my learning process, a base on which I can continuously add different layers while I examine, identify, and develop different strategies I can use in the future. 
My observation writing includes notes about classroom settings, environment, teaching techniques, time management, class management, students in the class, and everything I thought is important at that moment. There were moments when I just noticed things, writing them down and reflecting after. 
I used as a strategy for my observation plan the ‘Critical incident analysis’ (Tripp, 1993) to explore and understand deeper, trying to see things from a wider perspective, to reflect on teaching situations, focusing not necessarily on ‘dramatic’ or ‘significant’ situations, but on a collection of moments, narratives, data, to ask the right questions and to think about different, possible strategies that I will be able to use in the future in my teaching practice.
For the first time, I understood that is necessary to develop a professional identity and to approach teaching as a reflective practitioner. But how could I become a reflective practitioner when my experience is so limited and everything that I am observing is based mostly on assumptions, personal beliefs, and interpretations? How do I become a critically reflective teacher? How can I use the reflective practice to monitor my emotions, build confidence, to become a rational decision-maker?  
My initial strategy for my observation time in school included the answers to my questions. Becoming a critically reflective teacher means I need to start asking the right questions, build up my professional frame based on my questions, and see things through different philosophical and theoretical perspectives. To be able to do that I used a questioning frame as a plan of action, for each topic I wanted to focus on (Behaviour management, lesson plan, time management, educational theories, etc.) based on Bloom’s Taxonomy of Educational Objectives, Cognitive Domain:
· Knowledge: what are the facts in my observation process? What are the links to the four purposes or educational theories?
· Comprehension:  what is the meaning of the things I just observed? How do things relate to each other? How can I understand myself better in the process? 
· Application: what and how (from what I have seen and learned) can I apply in my teaching practice? 
· Analysis: what skills can I develop further? How can I do better? What went wrong? What went well? 
· Synthesis: How can I use different learning theories I learnt to create a better lesson, improve my time management, to monitor progress? How can I merge new ways of thinking with old ways to create a new perspective? 
· Evaluation: How do I evaluate my teaching? How can I monitor my progress? etc.
Asking the right questions is an important part of the learning-from-experience process. The ‘What’s going on?’ question opens reflective thoughts that can underline problems and difficulties that need potential solutions: ‘what might I do?’ in a certain situation. Reflecting on these questions ‘enables us to direct our actions with foresight … It enables us to know what we are about when we act’ (Dewey, 1910).
Teacher education incorporates educating teachers in the critical examination of their practice. Reflective practice is one of a four-element design of professional learning provision defined as: “opportunities to reflect critically and candidly on current practice, and being open to others’ reflections on how practice can be improved or developed”. (Hwb, Welsh Government, n.d.).
“Learning how to make meaning of everyday practice using the lenses of various philosophical and theoretical frameworks, and learning how to create, develop, and conceptualize their practice is important for teachers to become the agents of their professional learning activity through the mastery of the reflection as a higher psychological function.” (Lampert-Shepel and Murphy, 2018).
Critical reflection on my practice as a teacher is something that I need to constantly develop in order to challenge the existing understandings and conceptualize practice. “The more developed the teacher’s reflective practice is, the higher the ability to conceptualize your practice and transform it into praxis, the stronger is the ownership of one’s approaches to teaching and learning, the teacher’s agency in continuous meaning-making (Lampert-Shepel and Murphy, 2018).

Observation – School & Class Context 
Following BERA’s Ethical Guidelines for Educational Research, the participants (school, teachers, other members of staff, pupils, etc.) will remain anonymous in my notes. “The confidential and anonymous treatment of participants’ data is considered the norm for the conduct of research” (BERA, Privacy and data storage, point 40).
My observation took place in a mixed-gender, English medium, Co-educational Comprehensive Secondary School, based in Carmarthenshire, Wales, U.K. 
There are currently 922 pupils on roll, age 11-18. The school is located in a semi-rural area with pupils drawn from the west of Carmarthenshire and the east of Pembrokeshire. The school was last inspected in November 2019.
Just over 8% of pupils are eligible for free school meals, which is lower than the national average of 16.4%. The percentage of pupils with special educational needs is around 30% which is well above the national average of 23%. Nearly 2% of pupils have a statement of special educational needs which is close to the national average of 2.2%. Nearly 20% of pupils are fluent in Welsh and the school provides bilingual education for one form in each year group. Just under 2% speak English as a second language (Estyn, 2019).
The school is warm, and inclusive and provides pupils with a wealth of opportunities to enhance and enrich their learning. School leaders are committed to creating a school that embodies its mission statement, ‘We can, we care’/ ‘Gallwn, Gofalwn’ (Estyn,2019).
A new Mathematics Block, Science Laboratory, and Sports Hall have recently been built, and overall, the school provides excellent facilities for the education of its pupils.
Critical Incident 
[bookmark: _Hlk118212291]This is a personal reflection on a critical incident that happened during Ps Class, based on my notes and observations on individual behavior and the whole class. I was a non-participant ‘spectator’ so I could observe without being involved with the children or contributing anything to the lesson. 
My observation is about how well the teacher managed to regain control over the class, the teaching techniques she used, and how the class responded. I don’t consider that the incident was negative in any way because it can happen in every class, all the time, a ‘typical’ rather than a ‘critical’ incident.  Learners can become overexcited about a subject and the rules need to be reminded again and again. 
“... a critical incident is an 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, 1993)
The morning task was to watch Frozen Planet II, Episode 2, narrated by David Attenborough, and answer 10 Questions related to the documentary film. 
The teacher warned about the violent part of the film and advised students who may feel distressed to step outside. During the film, some learners became overexcited and they started to comment and express their sympathy or revolt very loud disturbing their colleagues. At this moment, the teacher stopped the video and reminded the students of the rules of being quiet and respectful to other colleagues. She reminded them that they need to pay attention to the film, to be able to answer correct the questions in the task. To bring them back to the task she asked them what ‘proliferate’ means, as they missed the definition while talking and being so loud. The students who paid attention responded correctly and the teacher acknowledged their effort and she thanked them for paying attention and respecting the rules. 
Order in the class was restored and everything was back to normal because the teacher was using a clear, procedural question to manage the lesson and to redirect students’ behaviour before the noise level distracted everyone and created a critical situation.
Following Tripp’s (1993) paradigm of categorization and analyzing a critical incident, I started to think about different strategies and meanings that could be applied to this incident. 
What strategies for keeping students’ attention and stopping them from being distracted I can use? How to use questioning techniques to check if they understood the task/rules and to keep the class in control?
[bookmark: _Hlk118216675]The main Donaldson purposes I consider I should link to my critical incident are Ambitious, capable learners and Ethical, informed citizens, even though I feel that all four purposes can be applied. 
Children were engaged in discussions about contemporary, environmental issues during class, contemplating a pessimistic reality, and responding empathetically. Evaluating the scientific and environmental evidence it’s more plausible that they will be able to take more healthy environmental decisions, to become ethical, informed citizens. Being able to have a ‘democratic’ dialogue with their peers, without disturbing and acting disrespectfully can be a step further in achieving a more civic education. Good behaviour and discipline can help students to become ambitious, capable, healthy, enterprising, and creative individuals. Learners were responding through emotions and this is important for their emotional well-being.  Being informed about global warming issues can help students to act more responsibly at home and worldwide. 

[bookmark: _Hlk118231692]Literature Review

There are five types of questions used mostly in teaching: cognitive – memory, convergent, divergent, evaluative, and routine (Gallagher and Aschner, 1963). 
Convergent questions (closed-ended) are the most used questions in the teaching practice (Pate and Bremer, 1967). These questions are narrowly defined and relate only to specific facts, in search of the correct answer. 
Divergent questions (open questions) are the questions that “give a real insight into student’s thought process” (Reece and Walker, 1994) and encourage to find different approaches and solutions to a problem.  Gallagher and Aschner’s (1963) research on creativity shows that the divergent questions that are most likely to induce original and ingenious answers are the least used by teachers in the classroom. 
Effective teachers are “professional question-askers” (Aschner,1961). They are confident in using questioning techniques and strategies to engage students in active learning. 
“Questions create zones of proximal development when teachers can grasp their students’ prior knowledge, thinking, and inquiries to scaffold them to the next level. Moreover, effective questioning in teaching marks the difference between being a facilitator of learning opportunities or a consumer of someone else’s ideas” (Salmon and Barrera, 2021).
Clear-formulated questions trigger different levels of responses and give teachers an insight into students’ thought processes. Ambiguous, poorly phrased questions can show a lack of confidence in the subject matter and can lead to confusion and frustration. Many times, incorrect answers or no answers at all can be a direct result of the fact that students don’t understand the question. ‘The research suggests that clearly phrased questions lead to higher involvement, a greater correct response rate, and higher academic achievement’ (Wilen et al, 1987).
After Bloom’s cognitive taxonomy: knowledge, comprehension, application, analysis, synthesis, and evaluation - high cognitive-level questions will trigger thinking in the five levels above the knowledge level: students will be able to master learning in a wide range of cognitive activities, to explore and build new understandings, to speculate and hypothesize, to find different possible solutions. 
Asking high-level questions is the skill teachers need to learn to develop, to think about thinking - metacognition- “being aware of one's own thoughts, strategies, feelings, actions, and their effects on others” (Costa and Kallick, 2015), and to think about questioning. Questions need to be prepared before each lesson.  “One implication for teaching is that teachers expect to increase the probability that their students will engage in higher-level thinking, questions must be planned at cognitive levels about knowledge. Although developing students’ ability to think reflectively at the higher level is a goal for most subjects, many classes nevertheless tend to be characterized by recitation and consequently low-level thinking” (Wilen et al, 1987).
Reece and Walker (1994) point up that one way to achieve a good questioning technique is to use the 3Ps: Pose, Pause and Pounce.  The teacher needs to pose the question to the whole class, pause (waiting for 3 to 5 seconds after the question was asked), and pounce, asking for students’ answers, rewarding the correct answer.  
Research has shown (Wilen et al, 1987) that is vitally important for teachers to use wait time post-question and wait time after a student’s response, to access higher-level thinking: “teachers who use wait time consistently as a questioning technique increase the probability of their students’ achievement gains”. 
Redirection of the question can be used when a question didn’t receive the expected answer and can be a very useful technique to encourage participation and to involve students that don’t know/want to contribute. Students need to be encouraged to respond and a balance between volunteer and non-volunteer answers is essential. In this case, questions become a tool for maintaining student attentiveness. In many cases, teachers are those who ask and respond to questions if no immediate answer is arriving.  By allowing more time to answer teachers give students a chance to do better and they will become more comfortable answering questions, and more aware of the learning process and ideas they have in mind. Answers are ticked on the teacher’s learning list, but questions are those that drive students’ minds toward critical thinking. “Questions define tasks, express problems, and delineate issues. Answers, on the other hand, often signal a full stop in thought. Only when an answer generates a further question does thought continue its life as such” Elder and Paul (1988, p.287).
Questions need to be strategic and asked in an effective manner to be considered powerful tools.  Costa and Kallick (2015) consider that powerful questioning is a means for teachers to unlock the mystery of students’ thinking. Students need to be challenged to examine what they know and what to do with what they know, to test ideas and probe possible solutions. 
While we enhance the importance of planned questions and interventions, Flynn et all (2004) underline the importance of spontaneity in the classroom. “Spontaneous interventions are necessary to support and differentiate student learning at the moment”. “Although we prepare these key questions before the lesson, we have to be prepared to change these questions, or use a series of unrehearsed questions, in order to respond to the answers that we receive…we need to plan a questioning strategy but be prepared to develop tactics on the spot” (Reece and Walker, 1994).
As communication is a two-way process, teachers ought to respond to questions too. Answers may be built up from knowledge, comprehension, and application and it needs a certain amount of confidence in subject knowledge to develop ideas further. An open dialog based on prior learning, cross-curricular, and experience can motivate students to participate and prepare more for the lesson if they know they will have a chance to express their ideas, to engage in critical thinking. As Elder and Paul advocate, “The goal of critical thinking is to establish a disciplined ‘executive’ level of thinking, a powerful inner voice of reason, to monitor, assess and reconstitute – in a more rational direction – our thinking, feeling, and action.”
Another model of effective questioning (Alexander et al, 2022) shows three essential components of the questioning technique: 
1. A well-structured item, “all tasks are questions” - (the question takes shape creatively mostly from teachers’ past experiences and curriculum documents). 
 2. Clear expectations for the response (“Does the teacher seek many plausible replies to a question or do they seek to entice a few and have students deeply examine their reasoning and logic?” Teachers are expected to contemplate five types of situational differences: oral or written, now or later, alone or together, graded or not graded, and acknowledged or probed).
 3. A constructivist conversation - the follow-up discussion to the question and answer (the conversation is open to many possible solutions, and students need to contribute with meaningful ideas and interpretations, to ask questions themselves to explore and understand.
 “The formulation of a problem is often more essential than its solution, which may be merely a matter of mathematical or experimental skill. To raise new questions, a new possibility, to regard old problems from a new angle, requires creative imagination and marks real advances.” (Albert Einstein)
Alexander et al (2022) research continues to show different frameworks that can be used on the Question Formulation Technique (QFT) by using Bloom’s Taxonomy (1956), Lyman’s ThinkTrix (1987), and Six facets of understanding (Wiggins and McTighe, 2005) perspectives.
Regarding Bloom’s Taxonomy, Alexander et al (2022) consider that “the really important questions, the ones that produce the most student-thinking, are best drawn from the categories called analysis, synthesis, and evaluation. These are items that ask students to either think carefully to examine phenomena, to put together ideas in a new, personalized and individualized matter, or to make a judgment”.
Lyman’s ThinkTrix (Frank Lyman, 1987) - The thinking matrix is an instructional tool (a game board thinking matrix, a medium for blending theory and practice), that helps students to develop their questions, “a catalyst for creating a responsive, thinking classroom”.  
Six Facets of Understanding (Wiggins and McTighe, 2005) is a framework designed as a “resource for effective teaching and learning to empower teachers with a greater understanding of educational design”. The 6 non-hierarchical facets of understanding (explanation, interpretation, application, perspective, empathy, and self-knowledge) are meant “to emphasize the importance of backward design and to provide meaning to essential questions and transfer tasks” (Alexanders et al, 2022). The six facets are remarkably important indicators of understanding considering that they allow for choice (students are taking responsibility for their growth and learning), honor diversity (valuing cultural experience), and reveal complexity (encourages individuality and deeper thought and product). 
All these perspectives give teachers and students a tool to practice their skill of questioning in the classroom, and open possibilities for researchers and educators to discuss, analyze and contribute to the model through action research.   

Reflection, Evaluation, and Next Steps

My reflection notes on the Critical Incident are based on Gibb's Reflective Cycle Model (1988) to organize my thoughts about the experience I had in school. From many other reflective models, I chose Gibb’s structure because of its cycle nature which allows me to refer to it in a similar situation. I wrote about my experience covering 6 steps: Description, Feelings, Evaluation, Analysis, Conclusion, and Action Plan.
My feelings and thoughts about the critical incident were initially that I don’t have a critical incident to write about. The reason I have chosen this particular one was that it opened an area of research that I found to be useful and fascinating at the same time.  Observing the teacher taking control of the class by asking one simple question intrigued me. Something else happened at that moment. I realized that the children wanted to go further, to discuss more the documentary film they were watching. They were overwhelmed, curious, full of emotions and questions; questions that remained unasked.
 The task was straightforward: watch the film in silence and answer the given questions in writing.
 Made me think about it: why the teacher didn’t stop the film and talk about it with the children? It felt like a great opportunity to discuss and generate ideas, access a deeper level of understanding, and for children to formulate questions. And how can you do that without losing control over the class? 
I found the answer in my research part of the assignment, and this is the positive part of this experience: it made me ask questions and think about it. What would I do as a teacher in the same situation? 
The teacher accentuated the importance of listening, paying attention, and taking notes while watching the film, but it can be more effective to add some break times in between to allow that space for reflection, participation, debate, and critical thinking. The elements that could improve the lesson: maybe instead of watching the film for 40 minutes of the lesson time, the teacher can plan to sequence the lesson more engagingly, assessing students’ understanding, and creating a space to share and debate impressions with their peers. 
 Because the documentary film had such an emotional response, children can be asked to watch it till the end at home and to write a short essay as homework about the reasons why they were so impressed about it, what measures can be taken to save the planet, what they found important and why etc. Writing about the experience can improve students’ self-awareness and express feelings and thoughts that they may find difficult to share with their colleagues. Having more time to think allows them to explore more and focus on the parts that they find that are more exciting.
 At the end of the lesson teacher and pupils went through the answers together. Many of the children paid attention and answered correctly, some copied the answers from others, and some of them were writing at the last moment when the teacher verified the answers. 
Going through the questions together helped students to focus on the important information, to pull off the main ideas from the film, and gave all students the possibility to finish the task. One more element that can be taken into consideration is that the teacher needs to ask for answers from non-volunteer students too, to encourage the whole class participation as only the same students who paid attention volunteered to answer the questions from the writing task.  

 Conclusion
In conclusion, the critical incident I witnessed opened for me an opportunity to reflect critically on the teaching practice and to reflect on my development as a professional learner, thinking deeper about what effective pedagogy means, how to extend my skills and knowledge and how innovative ideas and approaches can improve pedagogic outcomes. 
After considering the research I did on questioning techniques and different models of effective questioning and teaching strategies, I realized how important is to create conditions for students to become ambitious, enterprising, creative contributors, ethical, informed, and healthy citizens who are ready to be citizens of the Wales and world. 
The use of research and critical reflection on practice is very important in the process of becoming a reflective practitioner. By accessing teaching journals, teachers’ and colleagues’ experience and feedback, theoretical literature, teaching philosophies, etc. I was able to engage with different teaching methods and goals and reflect deeper on ways to learn and find my own voice as a teacher.  
My main goal during the observation time in school was to absorb and question new knowledge, gain experience, engage, learn and be present through blending practical with theoretical learning, observing behaviors, and analyzing classroom events and circumstances. 
Writing about my experience in school created a framework for reflection based on remembering previous learning experiences, reconstructing ideas, finding new meaning, and understanding the critical nature of a classroom environment. But the most important part of critical reflection is that it helped me to develop an awareness about myself as a teacher and to ask myself how can I become a better teacher. 
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