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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 
In this paper, the author will explore the significance of critical reflection within education; identify an observed critical incident and the potential impact it had on a group of learners; analyse relevant literature and theories that may explain choices that were, or could have, been made by the teacher and learners in the observed setting; and discuss next teaching and learning steps to further the teacher’s practice and the learners’ development of skills and knowledge.  
The term ‘critical incident’ may not be aptly named given the layman’s understanding of the two words. Tripp (2011) states that something is only rendered critical through the observer’s analysis and thought process. They do not exist in a vacuum, waiting for someone to deign them with the label ‘critical incident’ (Tripp, 2011). 
The importance of reflection and evaluation is stressed within the Professional Standards. As teachers we must examine and test different methodologies and strategies and evaluate their efficacy (Athrofa, 2021). Furthermore, Winch et al. (2013, quoted in BERA, 2013, p. 20) suggest that to reflect critically is to teach with expertise.
Wales is currently undergoing a national overhaul of curriculum. Professor Graham Donaldson’s report, Successful Futures (2015), led to the Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2020) which will be taught to all year groups from 2023. Within Successful Futures (2015), everything is centred around four key purposes: ambitious, capable learners; enterprising, creative contributors; ethical, informed citizens; healthy, confident individuals (Donaldson, 2015). Donaldson’s proposals necessitate a radical change in how curriculums are designed. Welsh Government state that they will not dictate what to teach in lessons, but only what must be included in the curriculum (Welsh Government, 2020). Therefore, for teachers to be able to plan and teach effectively and give students the opportunities to develop, it is essential that all teachers are equipped with the skills and dispositions to critically reflect and evaluate.



The Role of Critical Reflection 
	When discussing the role of critical reflection, one must acknowledge the contributions of John Dewey. In his seminal book, How We Think (1933), Dewey describes three attributes of a reflective individual: open-mindedness, responsibility, and wholeheartedness.
Many academics have furthered the definition and presented varying models for critical reflection. Schön’s Models of Reflective Practice (1983) proposes two distinct stages. Reflection in action takes place at concurrently with the event: you think about the event happening, divide how to act, and then act immediately. Reflection on action happens after the event takes place: think about how else you may have acted and use new information to inform your experience and process emotions and actions. This model, while providing a structure for immediate reflection and action, may be viewed as isolationist. Only in post-event reflection does one use information from exterior sources; Schön mentioned “theoretical perspectives” which, while important, are not the only source of useful information. 
	Brookfield’s model of reflective practice deals with this dilemma. Brookfield proposes ‘four lenses’ that can be used to critically reflect: self, peers, students, and scholarship. This encompasses all possible avenues of sourcing new information and highlights the importance of pupil voice.
	Gibbs’ (1988) reflective model has six stages: describe what happened; describe your emotions in response to what happened; consider the positives and negatives of your emotional response; question how you make sense of the situation; draw conclusions from the experience; plan for different responses in the future. Gibbs’ model notes that one must consider how our emotional responses may impact our experiences and encourages practitioners to dissect their feelings. 
	Myer’s ‘Dimensions of Reflective Practice’ encompasses nine dimensions: learn about your own teaching; evaluate your own teaching through established research procedures; link theory to practice; interrogate your own personal theories and beliefs; test new strategies and ideas; maximise the learning potential and opportunities of all students; improve the quality of your practice; continue to improve your own teaching. Myer proposes an extremely thorough model. There is a strong emphasis on observing and critiquing one’s own ideas and beliefs, which would challenge and potentially eliminate previously unknown biases. 
	All of these reflective models maintain the same core belief, described by Dewey (1933, p. 9) as “active, persistent, and careful consideration of any belief or supposed form of knowledge in the light of the grounds that support it and the further conclusions to which it tends”. Therefore, the author puts forth that there is no singular method of critical reflection. Similarly to teaching, every individual person, idea, strategy, or technique will have their own strengths and weaknesses. As truly reflective practitioners we must also reflect on the methodology of reflection: analyse, evaluate, and then synthesise ideas that work into our own practice. The author believes that the framework of Brookfield’s ‘four lenses’ offers the most succinct, whilst not sacrificing key areas, method of reflection. However, within those four lenses there is ample room to draw upon other method of reflection and achieve a powerfully broad yet detailed tool to use in critical reflection.

Observation School and Class Context 
	In order to maintain anonymity for the school, staff, and learners involved, the author will not use any names or specific identifiers that could be used. This in accordance to guidelines provided by the British Educational Research Association (BERA, 2018). The critical incident that will be discussed took place in an English-medium comprehensive school in Wales. The school (School X) has approximately 1200 pupils enrolled: approximately 9% are eligible for free school meals (FSM); approximately 9% are on the special education needs (SEN) register; over 90% of pupils are from a white British ethnic background; less than 5% speak English as an additional language (Estyn, 2020). The critical incident was observed in a Year 11 English lesson between 10:00am and 11:00am (third lesson of the day, directly after break time). Learners were mixed ability with target grades, for English Language (WJEC) ranging from A – C. In School X, learners sit the WJEC English Literature exam in Year 10, then the WJEC English Language exam in Year 11. 
	The author was the only observer present. Therefore observations, along with any analyses are limited to an individual viewpoint. In order to ensure as much fairness as possible, during observation the author made every attempt to remain unbiased. Observation notes were made using the STEER document created and provided by the University of Wales Trinity St David. The completed document can be seen in the appendices (Appendix 1).

Critical incident linked to Donaldson’s Four Purposes 
	As previously stated, the critical incident which will be the focus of this writing took place in School X, during a Year 11 Key Stage 4 English lesson.
	The lesson was focussed on writing a letter with the purpose of argumentation. The teacher employed several techniques to make the work accessible to all learners present. This included the use of scaffolding, dual coding, questioning, and chunking. 
	The lesson began with a recap of prior knowledge: how to format a letter, what argumentation is, key language and terminology that they may consider using. The learners were then shown multiple examples. These included excellent responses arguing for and against a topic; then responses that did not achieve highly. This was used as an opportunity to mark the responses together. This was very much learner led. They were prompted where necessary, but learners were able to identify why these examples did not gain too many marks. Solely from this starter activity, it was clear that there is a consistent culture established for learners where School X encourages them to engage actively within lessons and hold themselves and peers to high standards. This links to the four purposes of the new curriculum, specifically creating “creative contributors” and “ambitious, capable learners” (Donaldson, 2015). This is further reflected in the chosen topics for the learners’ letters. Given complete free reign in what they wanted to write about, many of the learners chose very ambitious and personally relevant topics: school services for mental health support; environmental policies; the impact of social media. These show that the learners were not just completing a practice exercise for an exam. They were using an opportunity to write about something that has significance to them, further developing not only their English language skills, but their knowledge and engagement with wider society. This links to yet another of the four purposes: “ethical, informed citizens” (Donaldson, 2015).
	The teacher broke down the task into small digestible chunks, that followed the structure of the letter: introductory paragraph, individual arguments, and a conclusion. The learners completed a section at a time. Before moving on the teacher would stop and ask to hear examples, take questions, or highlight key points. Again, during these conversations learners engaged with their peers’ work and offered their critiques and praise where appropriate. This, again, links to the purpose of creating “ethical, informed citizens” (Donaldson, 2015). It could also be argued that it lends to creating an environment in which teachers can create “healthy, confident individuals”; in Successful Futures (2015), Donaldson describes each of the four purposes. ‘Healthy, confident individuals’ must “have secure values” and be “establishing their spiritual and ethical beliefs”, and build “their mental and emotional wellbeing by developing confidence, resilience and empathy”. In order to hold any beliefs, one must first interrogate them, and be interrogated by those outside oneself. The teacher in the critical incident described must have fostered a classroom culture that allows for these challenging conversations to take place and is therefore fostering the four purposes into their lessons organically (without explicit reference or explanation: they are just there). 

Literature Review 
	The use of the term scaffolding has been co-opted by educators as a visual metaphor. It is very appropriate for what it is describing. Scaffolding in education, as in building trades, describes the structures and supports provided for learners in order to “learners to develop new understandings, new concepts, and new abilities” (Hammond, 2001). This term was first coined by Wood, Bruner and Ross (1976). Mercer (1994, as cited in Hammond, 2001) agrees with this definition. He states that scaffolding is both the type of quality of “cognitive support” (Mercer, 1994 p. 96) that an adult (more knowledgeable individual) provides a child (less knowledgeable individual). He also notes that this is in anticipation the “internalisation of mental functions”. 
	Mercer’s work, whether intentional or not, could not exist without the work of Vygotsky. In his book Mind in Society: The Development of Higher Psychological processes (1978) Vygotsky describes the ‘Zone of Proximal Development. This concept describes “the distance between the actual development level as determined by independent problem solving and the level of potential development as determined through problem solving under adult guidance or in collaboration with more capable peers” (Vygotsky, 1978 p. 86). Vygotsky explains that using the zone of proximal development, we can view not only the previous processes of learning but also those that are currently being formed; teachers are able to demarcate a learners future learning. This is an extremely powerful tool both in practice and planning. It allows teachers to assess past, present, and potential learning experiences and knowledge. This is intentional: Vygotsky notes that we, as educators, cannot limit our field view by only looking at developmental levels. We must understand the relations of these developmental levels with learning processes and capabilities (Vygotsky, 1978). Hammond (2001) explains that children will be less motivated, bored, behave negatively, and not learn a great deal if they are met with low challenge, but high support. Vygotsky’s zone of proximal development would allow teachers to identify the appropriate level of challenge to avoid this negative outcome. Hammond further explains that with high challenge and high support, there is an extension of learning and capability within learners (2001, p. 16). This is supported with Mercer’s (1994, as cited in Hammond, 2001) suggested criteria for differentiating between scaffolding and other forms of teaching; most notably “students could not succeed without the teacher’s intervention” and an aim for “some new level of independent competence” from the student. Hmleo-Silver et al. (2006) corroborate that scaffolding can be a very powerful tool; they note that it allows students to apply prior knowledge and skills to form new problems – the scaffold allows them to identify which knowledge and skills to draw on, which schemas to refer back to. 
	As Hammond (2001) explains, we must provide an appropriate level of challenge for learners, and Vygotsky’s zone of proximal development (1978) can be used to identify this. But how can we ensure that we are not presenting content that is so challenging for learners it becomes unattainable? How can we ensure that information is presented clearly at an appropriate, consistent pace? Sweller’s (1998) theory of “Cognitive Load” may hold some answers. Sweller (1998) proposes that there are three forms of cognitive load – which can be viewed as the amount of processing power required. They are as follows:
· Intrinsic Cognitive Load: the objective difficulty of the material/topic/task
· This is affected by the learners’ existing knowledge/skill base
· Extraneous Cognitive Load: the way that the material/topic/task is presented
· This hinders learning
· Germane Cognitive Load: components that aid the processing of information
· This aids the development of schemas
Sweller (1998) explains that ‘efficient’ learning occurs when the extraneous cognitive load is reduced; the germane cognitive load is increased; the intrinsic cognitive load is managed. He then goes further and suggests that in order to manage the intrinsic cognitive load, an effective learner will have developed multiple schemas that can then be accessed in conjunction with each other to complete the task at hand. In the same way experienced drivers are able to change gears, indicate, hold a conversation,  and turn the steering wheel simultaneously (or in such close succession they are perceived as simultaneous tasks); compared to learning to drive where it takes an extraordinary amount of conversation to just use the accelerator and brake while steering. How do we determine the cognitive load of a task? As teachers we are the heir apparent of “expert” in the room, therefore it is hard to break down what skills and knowledge, what schemas we are accessing in order to complete a task. This is because as we learn and develop more and more schemas they become so interlinked that it is difficult to separate them. Refer back to the car analogy: could you explain or describe every mental process that is happening? Perhaps, but it requires an extremely detailed level of thought). Sweller (2010) suggests that there are ‘interacting elements’ and that these can be assigned by the teacher to either intrinsic or extraneous cognitive load. However, from the perspective of a student, all that is viewed are these interacting elements because they do not have the context or knowledge to distinguish them yet. 
Paivio (1990) defines cognition as symbolic representational systems specifically designed to handle information to serve functional goals. Paivio’s (1971, as cited in Paivio, 1990) theory of a dual coding system consists of two distinct subsystems: the imagery and the verbal. The imagery system deals with the processes of analysing and deconstructing visual scenes, and creating mental images as well as other sensory inputs in addition. For example, the imagery (or nonverbal) system receives input such as visual objects, sounds, textures, taste, olfactory information. The verbal system is centred around language processing. For example, visual words, auditory words, and writing patterns. Paivio (1990) notes that these systems are, by definition, both structurally and functionally different. The way that information is comprehended and then subsequently stored into higher order structures, or schema, is explicitly different. Furthermore, this means that they can operate independently. One is not required for the other, but they can work simultaneously in their own lanes. This may suggest that one may be more developed than the other. If an individual continually learns new information through the verbal system, their knowledge and schemas consisting of verbal information would be much more developed than those of the imagery system (and vice versa).  
Paivio (1990) continues this line of thought and identifies three levels of processing: representational (direct activation of verbal representations through linguistic stimuli); referential (direct activation of the verbal system through nonverbal stimuli); associative (activation within a system based on that system’s structure). He suggests that there are faster routes of thought for some processes, for example repeating a word spoken to you compared to reading a word spoken to you. The implication here being that some stimuli will automatically be routed through whichever system is the most efficient for the task. The associative level of processing directly supports the development and activation of schemas – a web of interconnected knowledge collected through multiple experiences. Each time a new piece of information is presented, the associative level of processing recognises this and recalls relevant knowledge; both to assist in the task at hand and to link this new information to existing information. 
Larkin and Simon (1987) explore the relationship of visual stimuli with understanding. They argue that well-constructed diagrams are more efficient than text. They gave problems to subjects in varying ways: simple diagrams, detailed diagrams with more information, written descriptions, and heavily detailed descriptions.
It is also pertinent, given the chosen critical incident, to explore the use of peer assessment. Strijbos and Sluijsmans (2010) define peer assessment as the process of judging a learners’ performance and providing feedback, whether qualitative or quantitative. This can be used as both summative assessment and formative assessment. Strijbos and Sluijsmans (2010) note that there is need to develop the concept of peer assessment. It has previously been seen as purely an assessment tool, a means to an end, but they propose it should be viewed as an interactive process that is grounded in communication to service learning. Gielen et al. (2010) propose that peer assessment supports the process of learning; it provides instantaneous feedback which allows learners to examine their work and learn. However, it has its limitations. Gielen et al. highlight that peer assessment must contain specific qualities in order to be productive. These present a challenge within a classroom. In order to ensure learners supply sufficient detail, maintain relevant feedback, and act upon said feedback a teacher must ensure that learners are aware of the purpose of peer assessment and what it looks like. This implies that learners must understand the topic and task to a certain extent, but also demonstrate metacognition – they must be able to temporarily detach from their thoughts and feelings and apply thinking about thinking. This poses a significant challenge.  

Reflection/Evaluation and Next Steps 
	So, what impact does this information have upon the observed critical incident? It is clear that prior to the lesson there must have been multiple steps in learning to be able to engage with the task. The teacher’s use of scaffolding exemplifies the accuracy of the work of Hammond (2001) and Mercer (1994, as cited in Hammond, 2001). Significant support was given in order to facilitate the task of writing a letter of argumentation. It is hard to state accurately how successful this support was with the learners’ written responses. However, based upon observation of the class’ discussions during the lesson, it is clear that there was consistent understanding throughout the class. The teacher was also able to identify this; it was the learners’ feedback that prompted the teacher to move onto the next section. Similarly, the quality of cognitive support (mentioned by Mercer (1994, as cited in Hammond, 2001)) is difficult to assess. Given that as adults we have already built schemas and thought processes to complete tasks fluidly, it is difficult to return to a younger, less experienced mindset. However, again, if the cognitive support was not of sufficient quality, the lesson would not have been as smooth and effective as it appeared; there would have been a lot more emphasis on each individual component, retracing steps to ensure understanding. 
The use of Vygotsky’s (1978) zone of proximal development further demonstrates how the teacher has created an environment that is extremely conducive to learning. Learners were able to listen to other examples and answers to questions not provided by the teacher. These conversations were prompted by the teacher, but the learners led the discussion, allowing for a uniquely tailored lesson; learners were able to glean information that was relevant to the thought processes happening in the moment. This was then solidified with the use of Paivio’s (1990) dual coding system. Learners were engaging both verbal and nonverbal systems through the use of discussion, written examples, and annotated descriptors. 
It is difficult, as a relatively inexperienced teacher, to provide an identification of next teaching and learning steps. It is clear, from the literature, that there are a multitude of strategies and ideas that one can employ during a lesson. The important factor is the teacher’s knowledge of both subject and learners. As Mutton et al. (2011) identify, a teacher’s experience is an incredible resource and allows for complex decisions and choices to be made in the moment, to suit the needs of the learners. 

Conclusion 
	In conclusion, the author has defined the role of critical reflection and how this can impact teaching and learning. Through the lens of an observed critical incident, key concepts and ideas were identified for exploration. There is a wealth of literature to peruse, but key theorists were drawn upon to identify the merit of decisions made prior and during the observed critical incident. It is important to note that this is not a comprehensive exploration of the role of critical reflection, or the concepts discussed during the literature review. 
	In order to become an excellent teacher, one must engage with established literature and research but also conduct one’s own research. This extension of ideas will inevitably lead to a more defined understanding of educational theories. To do this, teachers must be able to reflect critically on an ongoing basis. Not only does this cement the professional standards into daily practice, but it allows for the practice of education to become more informed. 










Appendices
Appendix 1 – STEER Document, Critical Incident Record 3
Record 3
	Date and time, year group: 23/9/21


	Where and When: Context of the observation – subject/AOLE, general classroom context
· English lesson (Languages, Literacy, and Communication)
· Mixed ability Year 11






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

· Lesson was developing argumentation, in preparation for Paper 3 of WJEC English Language GCSE
· Clear scaffolding was provided – exemplars, key vocabulary, connectives, and sentence starters
· Task was broken into sections, with feedback given and received before moving on, with opportunities for peers to assess each other






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

· Scaffolding – Vygotsky, ZPD?
· Assessment for Learning – instant feedback, peer assessment
· How information is presented
· Questioning
· Promoting active discussion


	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)

· First leson after break
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