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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

This assignment will describe a critical incident observed in a school and explain what the literature says about the actions displayed by the teacher. It will go on to explain the next steps that could be taken into my own classroom when I am no longer a passive observer. An incident does not need to be negative for it to be deemed critical. It is the analysis of the incident that makes the incident become critical according to Tripp (1993). Tripp (1993) also says that most critical incidents are merely commonplace incidents that occur on a daily basis in the classroom. He suggests that they identify everyday trends, motives and structures and this too makes them critical. There are two phases to a critical incident, firstly there is in description phase. This is where the observer describes what they have seen and secondly there is the analysis phase. In the analysis phase the meaning of the event is explained. By observing classrooms and recording critical incidents it allows for reflective practice which is an essential part of a developing into a good teacher. There are many models of reflection and the new curriculum for Wales puts great emphasis on the need for teachers to be reflective practitioners. In identifying and reflecting on a critical incident I observed I am beginning my journey in becoming a reflective practitioner. 

The role of critical reflection

  Reflection is at the core of the new curriculum in Wales and therefore at the heart of what teachers do day to day. A teacher is expected to assess the impact of the current teaching approach through pupil progress and change approach accordingly to best support the class. Reflection however is not a new concept within teaching, Dewey (1933) says that the reflective individual should be open minded, responsible and whole hearted. More recent work by Kolb (1975 &1984) produced a learning cycle which emphasised reflective behaviour. The learning cycle has four stages that of the experience, reflection on said experience, learning from the experience and putting into practice the lessons learnt. By learning from what has been done previously a teacher should then put into practice this new technique or way of going about things and create a better learning experience. Gibbs (1988) also developed a model of reflective practice however it builds on that of Kolb’s as it has six stages and descriptions of emotional feelings and making sense of the situation. In contrast to a cycle like those produced by Dewey (1933), Kolb (1975 & 1984) and Gibbs (1988) the work of Schon (1978) looks at both reflection in action i.e., at the time of the event and reflection on action, reflecting on something that has happened. Even more recent work by Brookfield (1998, 2005) emphasises the importance of reflection and being critically reflective. The reflective models have adapted slightly over time as the role as of the teacher has but they are still used and relevant in todays practice. 
Although the models differ slightly from researcher to researcher, they all agree that to be a successful practitioner reflection is key. Thinking about an incident after it has happened and how one would act differently perhaps or looking at what went well will assist a teacher to become reflective and thus improve their practice. A teacher’s role is constantly evolving and in order to be the most effective teacher one must engage with literature and collaborate with others. These ideals are documented within pedagogical principles and the new curriculum for Wales. As well as teaching, teachers are also learners themselves. Learning from peers and experts in the field. Being able to reflect on one’s own practice and think about how to do things differently in order to aid the learning is paramount to being more effective.  



Observation

Observations were carried out throughout a normal school day in September 2021. The day was a Wednesday, so midweek potentially eliminating factors from the weekend such as tiredness or excitement for future planned activities. The school in which the observations were carried out is a secondary school based in the east of Swansea, an area where there are relatively high levels of deprivation. All observations were with year 8. The class is a mixed ability class and the children are in the same form group and together for the majority of their lessons. The school operates a two week timetable with hour long lessons each day, broken up by break-time in the morning after lesson two and lunch after lesson four. The chosen critical incident occurred in a year 8 Product Design lesson straight after break. The class was not full, the teacher explained that some pupils were missing as they were having extra numeracy or literacy support and there were a few children absent from school that day due to illness. There were a number of late comers to the lesson due to it being straight after break and because of this it took the class a while to settle. The class had been due to use the laptops for this lesson but the school was experiencing Wi-Fi issues so the teacher explained to the pupils that they would move onto the next lesson she had planned and use the laptops in a future lesson. 

Critical Incident

The pupils had been set an initial task on the whiteboard to start as soon as they entered the lesson and latecomers trickled in. The school refer to this as a ‘Do it now task’ and it is something that happened in all lessons observed that day. The pupils are given limited instruction for these tasks, they are greeted and told to settle quickly and begin the task. It is used to allow the pupils to begin learning as soon as they enter the lesson and not have to wait for everyone to arrive. The task was basic and the class were just asked to think not write anything done. After all issues with technology and latecomers had been addressed the class was asked to go to relevant page in their workbook. The teacher brought the workbook up on screen and then gave more explicit instructions of the task. The children were asked to write down in their workbooks ten accessories that you can buy for your mobile phone. The class quietly got on with their work writing in their workbooks individually.  After a few minutes of heads down and writing the teacher asked the class if anyone was willing to share an example. Nobody raised their hand or made eye contact. The teacher followed this up by saying that if she had no volunteers to answer the question, she would need to pick on somebody at random. At this point two pupils raised their hands. The first pupil gave their answer and was quickly praised by the teacher for being correct. As soon as the answer had been given and the pupil told they were right around seventy-five per cent of the class raised their hand. Literature shows that there are many reasons why pupils do not like to answer questions in class, from the fear of being wrong, not understanding the question or just being shy. Enser (2019) suggests the biggest obstacle is embarrassment of not knowing the answer. In this instance it is likely that many children did not answer the question as they were worried, they would get the answer wrong or look a little silly in front of their peers. This is because on hearing a correct answer many of the pupils then raised their hands. The two pupils who did raise their hands when persuaded by the teacher were demonstrating one of Donaldson’s Four Purposes – in being Healthy, confident individuals. The use of questioning and the teacher probing a little further to get a volunteer further reinforces and pushes the pupils towards this principle. On hearing an answer similar to their own, the remaining children were confident to raise their hands as they were more at ease with their answer. Hearing an example from a fellow student gave them the confidence to answer the question. The class were able to verbally give more than the ten examples that were required to complete the task. They confidently moved onto the next task set in their workbooks. 
Effective questioning and feedback are an important part of teaching and a new teacher will improve their teaching once they have mastered this. This leads to further research into the use of appropriate questioning and feedback. Looking at whether asking for raised hands is the best approach or randomly calling on pupils and when and how to give feedback. 


Literature Review

‘Questioning is a vital part of any lesson, indeed, Rosenshine found that effective teachers ask significantly more questions than less effective ones’ (Enser, 2019). In this critical incident although the teacher was not asking a new question, the question asked had been on the board for around fifteen minutes, it was still an important one. It was used to check the pupils’ understanding and to ensure they had completed the task correctly. The teacher used the question as a quick check that everybody had got some examples down and that they had understood and it was therefore time to move on. Had the teacher merely moved onto the next task without asking the question then she would not have known if everyone had understood the task until she marked the workbooks. In his Principles of Instruction, Rosenshine suggests that the more effective teacher checks understanding before moving onto the next step or task, which is what happened in this case. The question was asked of the class in order to check understanding before moving forward, Rosenshine says that teachers use questions to identify how well material has been learned and to find out of more teaching of this material is required. 
Though questioning is a vital part of checking understanding Wiliam (2014) suggests that many teachers get questioning wrong. He says that by asking for raised hands a teacher is likely to only get responses from those who actually know the answer and these are the only ones who improve their confidence and learning. He goes onto suggest that by using this technique a teacher will only get responses from a few pupils and not the whole class. A no hands up approach is suggested by Wiliam (2014); however, he does suggest that some thought goes into this. Enser (2019) says that children fear the embarrassment of not knowing the answer which must be taken into consideration. Although a teacher cannot choose the usual suspects, as labelled by Wiliam (2014) all of the time, as it is not beneficial to improving the rest of the class’s confidence and learning, they must also think about their learner’s wellbeing. Howard et al. (2020) suggest it is the school’s responsibility to promote resilience and build self-esteem to prevent mental health issues. The use of questioning can help with this as long as it is used correctly. Howard et al. (2020) say that schools can offer opportunities for supporting, promoting and improving children’s resilience by using techniques such as positive praise. One of the Four Principles is to create healthy confident learners, if pupils are questioned and praised the work by Wiliam (2014) and Howard et al (2020) suggests that confidence should grow.
Wiliam (2014) identified that when asking pupils to raise their hand only a small number will and these tend to be the same pupils. Rosenshine suggests there are many strategies to allow full participation from all pupils. Techniques such as tell a neighbour, raise hands if you know the answer, raise your hand if you agree with the answer given by another student and write the answer on card or whiteboard, which is also suggested by Wiliam (2014). By using different methods of questioning, it also makes lessons more interactive and interesting to the learner. Enser (2019) agrees with Wiliam’s (2014) suggestion that only a small number of students will raise their hands when asking questions and builds on Rosenshine’s ideas adding lollipop sicks for randomisation and writing on sticky notes and popping on the whiteboard. The last suggestion he says allows those who are very shy to still participate. In using these different techniques Enser (2019) was that it keeps the attention of the whole class as they do not know if or when they will be chosen to answer a question. 
As well as thinking about who to ask and how to gauge understanding of the whole class Enser (2019) also identifies the importance of asking the right question. Pate and Bremner (1967) list a number of different categories of questions and suggest that a teacher’s effectiveness in questioning depends on their awareness of the varying purposes the questions may serve and an awareness of different types of questions for achieving these purposes. They say that skilful guidance through questioning can improve learning, this statement is supported by the views of Wiliam (2014), Rosenshine (2020) and Enser (2019) who all believe that good questioning embeds a pupil’s learning. Enser (2019) also suggests there are varying purposes for questions and different question types. 
Once feedback was provided to the pupil who answered the question more pupils raised their hands to give their answers. Enser (2019) says that feedback is required for learning and that this fact is almost universally acknowledged. In the case of the incident that is being discussed it served a number of purposes, it informed the student answering the question that they were right and it encouraged other students to raise their hands in order for them gain praise thus increasing their confidence and cementing their learning. Enser (2019) also says that as well as having positive impacts feedback can also have a negative impact on learning. He goes onto say that feedback should be efficient and effective which echoes the work of Wiliam (2017) who stresses the importance of feedback and that it is there to improve the student and not just changing or improving work. When used effectively feedback can improve a pupil’s resilience as suggested by Howard et al (2020) and therefore striving towards Donaldson’s ‘healthy, confident individual’.  
Both Enser (2019) and Wiliam (2017) agree that feedback is of great importance but can take up a large amount of a teacher’s time. There are also occasions when feedback should be given in the moment and when feedback should be delayed according to Hattie and Timperley (2007). Of course, the two second praise of a pupil who answered a question correctly is not time consuming but the marking of thirty plus work books, correcting spelling and explaining what went well and even better if is time consuming. Wiliam (2017) suggests that a teacher’s time could be better spent planning lessons as opposed to marking books. Teachers therefore need to use their time wisely and think about when to give feedback and how. Rosenshine (2012) suggests that sitting with pupils and discussing their work as they are doing it can often be vey powerful. This is echoed by Enser (2019) who says that this often highlights common errors made throughout the classroom. 
The literature shows that both questioning and feedback are a very important part in the learning process, however they need to be used correctly to be most effective. Varying questioning techniques to ensure that everybody gets a turn to answer as well as ensuring the question is clear and understandable. When giving feedback it is important not to forget the power of in the moment feedback and that as Wiliam (2017) says the purpose of feedback is not to improve the work rather it is to improve the student. Finally, it is important not to allow questioning or feedback to become a barrier to learning for students as there are already many obstacles for many of them to overcome and as a teacher these methods are within our control. 

Reflection/Evaluation and Next Steps

During the observed incident the teacher asks pupils to raise their hands to answer a question, literature would suggest that this is not the best technique to use for questioning. Wiliam (2014) says that the use of this technique will only provide answers from a limited number of pupils not the whole class. However, there are important things to consider within this incident. The question was asking for examples and the teacher wanted around ten responses, therefore there are numerous correct answers. It is likely that she knew who within the class would raise their hands and answer correctly and she also knew that in those pupils doing so it could give others the confidence to answer the question also. Literature tells us that answering questions and getting positive feedback improves a pupil learning and in this instance the teacher used her experience to encourage pupils who might not normally raise their hands to do so. She did this without having to cold call or embarrass anyone, taking into consideration her pupils wellbeing. It is important to note that the teacher was experienced and knew her class well, an NQT may take a while to adapt this approach. The additional use of positive language on hearing the correct answer further added to the whole classes learning and encouraged others to partake in the question-and-answer session. The incident highlights the fact that although literature may tell us one thing, things do not always work out like literature says in the real classroom contexts. 
The work of Rosenshine (2012) highlights the fact that the most effective teachers ask more questions than less effective teachers. Therefore, questioning should become an important part of my own day to day teaching. As a trainee practitioner it will be vitally important to try out the questioning techniques that I have researched and reflect on them and the outcomes in a timely manner. Getting to know the pupils seems paramount in learning, who will always be able to offer a response, which as the critical incident demonstrated is sometimes the perfect way of encouraging others to answer without the need for cold calling. As well as this it will also assist in understanding which pupils may need a more in-depth explanation to the question or scaffolding. Giving feedback to questioning instantly is a powerful tool to enhance learning but should be done considerately in order to build resilience in the cases of an incorrect answer and build confidence in the cases of a correct answer. The use of questioning and feedback builds into Donaldson’s fourth principle of a healthy, confident individual and well as the principle of enterprising, creative contributors. Asking more questions and giving more feedback allows both the teacher and the leaner to achieve these. 
In order to grow, develop and become an effective practitioner it is essential to reflect on lessons I have led. To begin with this will be with my subject mentor and perhaps university tutor but as time goes on it will be something I can do alone. To continuously improve my practice, it will be vital to look at what went well, what went not so well and to think of how I would do things differently in the future and then act on this. Collaborating with colleagues and peers to share my experiences and to hear theirs will further aid my development. Collaboration is one of the pedagogical principles and sharing my reflections will demonstrate this.  The work of Dewey (1933) and his more recent predecessors demonstrates the importance of reflection as well as the ease of it for a good practitioner. For example, in my own practice I may experience a child not being able to answer a question and becoming upset which in Kolb’s model would be my experience. I would then take time to think about this experience, try to learn from the experience and then finally put into practice what I had learned. All of this would form part of my reflection as I become more experienced this should take less time and possibly not involve peers other than sharing how I overcame this issue in the future.  
 
Conclusion

The use of questioning will help me to become an effective practitioner and give my learners confidence and improve their learning. By using questioning I will be helping my learners to become ‘Healthy, confident individuals’ and ‘Ambitious, capable learners’ Donaldson’s Four Principles. Therefore, it must be built into every lesson in order to check understanding, find out what I need to cover in more detail and amongst other things find out what learners already know. When using questioning the use of in the moment feedback will cement learning for my pupils and not be time consuming. Spending longer on feedback on a one to one basis will be important for written tasks. As a trainee teacher it would be sensible to be guided by the literature and use some randomisation when looking for answers from pupils and not to rely on the hands up technique. The literature has highlighted many limitations in asking pupils to raise their hands in order to answer a question posed by the teacher. The use of whiteboards for children to write down their answers for instance or putting the answer on a sticky note and putting on the board or cold calling. By reflecting on my practice periodically I will be able to establish what techniques work well for certain activities and with certain groups of learners. As I become more experienced in the role, as the critical incident highlighted, it will then be possible to use this technique in an effective way. This will be furtherer aided by reflection on my own teaching and that of peers through collaboration. Keeping up to date with literature in this field will further aid my practice and enable me to become more effective further supporting the learners in my classroom. 
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Appendices 



Date and time, year group: 22-09-2021 9am year 8

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

English lesson, first lesson of day as children were slowly coming into lesson. Do it now task had already been put on board and children were made aware of this (all lessons had a do it now task on the whiteboard so it is something that the children are used to seeing on arrival to lesson)




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

Three children walked into the lesson and were told by the teacher, at this point there were maybe only three other children present, that they had been late to their last English lesson with her. As this lesson had been after break and not the first occasion, they had been late they had been issued a lunchtime detention that they all failed to turn up to. Therefore, they were all told that they had a breaktime detention for that day. None of these three children seemed to complete to do it now task. When the register was called two if those children quietly responded to their names, however not in Welsh as instructed and the third merely looked up.
It seemed that these children were going to be lost for the whole lesson, however later on in the lesson they were all fully engaged and the child who was unable to even answer their name in the register was raising their hand and answering lots of questions during the class activity. 








Areas of possible exploration: what you think could be” under the hood” in these incidents? What avenues of research could you consider?
The punishment was given in line with school rules on being late for lessons – school ethos is to be punctual (other teachers also issued the same punishment for lateness) This supports the assertive discipline principle. It also relates to Glasser 1965 Reality Therapy – classroom strategies used to aid children to make better choices. 
This links to many of the teaching standards
Pedagogy – refining teaching, managing the learning environment – The teacher understands the importance and demonstrates the effective establishment and ongoing management of the learning environment, in promoting positive learning habits and behaviours that meet the four purposes and are understood by learners in that context.
Pedagogy – advancing learning – in using the initial do it now task, which was individual and then PowerPoints when doing the whole class activity, the teacher demonstrated blended learning experiences
Pedagogy – advancing learning – the teacher explained at the start of the class that some of the group activity was going to cover another topic that they could chose at GCSE media studies and explained during the task how this was related to both subjects
Professional learning – children asked to answer register in Welsh which shows development of Welsh language skills – this is something I can use at the beginning and build on as my confidence grows 
Leadership – supporting formal leadership roles – by punishing the children for being late to a previous lesson the teacher demonstrated an understanding of the nature of responsibilities within and across teams and of the contributions individuals make towards the school’s ethos and the successful fulfilment of the school’s vision. 










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)













Date and time, year group: 22-09-2021 9.30 yr. 8

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

English, first lesson of day, after 2 min music break class finished individual task and now doing whole class exercise




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

After initial do it now task and teacher recapping and questioning class about this a number of the class seemed disengaged, playing with pencil cases, swinging on chair etc, one child was taking the wrapper off his water bottle. Teacher began a PowerPoint for the next part of the lesson which was about typography. She explained that it was important to use the correct font for future job applications etc. She dimmed the light and on screen the children were shown titles of films and TV shows. Immediately all of the children were engaged and answering questions with excitement. To begin with the questions were around the TV shows themselves but then more in-depth questions were asked and all children remained engaged. Even the children who had been punished at the start of the lesson. Children were given points for raising their hands and answering questions. The teacher took answers from almost all of the class, even those who did not raise their hands. 






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

Teacher knows the class and is aware that some will not raise their hands but will still know the answer, therefore still giving these children the attention and recognition to keep them engaged with the lesson. 

Supporting Glasser 1965 Belonging & Love by giving the children attention and collaboration and inclusion
Points for correct answers supports behaviouralist approach that children require reward and reinforcement for learning. The children were also given feedback with words such as excellent, great, well done

By asking the children to answer the questions and choosing children who had and had not raised their hands the teacher demonstrated the use of differentiation in within refining teaching pedagogy. Blended learning experiences were used in the use of PowerPoint, after paper-based work. Real life and authentic contexts were demonstrated by using TV shows the children recognised and by discussing job applications.  







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)








Date and time, year group: 22-09-2021 12:10 yr. 8

Where and When: Context of the observation – subject/AOLE, general classroom context
Product design, near start of the lesson, individual task





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

Task was written on the whiteboard ‘starter task’ for children to sit and think about as they entered the classroom. A number of children arrived late. Once everyone was settled and workbooks were handed out, the teacher gave a detailed explanation of the task – to write in their books ten accessories that you can get for your mobile phone. The children were to do this task independently, which they did. After around five minutes of writing time the teacher asked for volunteers for the answers. Nobody volunteered, the teacher then asked if she needed to pick on somebody at this point two pupils raised their hands. One gave their answer and received praise from the teacher, at this point around 75% of the remaining class raised their hands to answer the question as the teacher was looking for 10 or more examples. Many children answered the question and the class was then able to confidently move onto the next task.    






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

Children often do not raise their hands to answer a question as they fear being wrong or looking silly Enser (2019)
Questioning however forms an important part of teaching and learning
The use of questioning falls into the assessment element of the pedagogical principles
By using questioning the teacher is helping learners to become more confident









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 lesson was straight after break and there were a number a latecomer. One pupil had taken up a considerable amount of the teacher’s time. 
The instructions for the task were vague to start with but became more detailed.










