A critical incident is not always “dramatic or obvious” (Tripp 2012, P24) but can be an impact of any action, be it positive or negative, in a school environment. The reason that they become classed as critical is due our reflection of those incidents. Critical incidents are constantly occurring, due to the nature of their definition, so it is important to evaluate these incidents regardless of whether their impact is positive or negative. In doing so, we as reflective practitioners are able to use this reflection to be able to adapt and apply our next steps in order to benefit the learner. With the focus being on the development of children in line with Donaldson’s four purposes (2015), it is essential that we reflect on critical incidents with this in mind. During time spent at a secondary school, I was able to observe many critical incidents. I will discuss the importance of evaluating critical incidents in line with the new curriculum in Wales. I will also discuss a critical incident which particularly caught my interest and how this had an impact upon the class, in line with the four purposes. Following this, I will refer to literature that I have reviewed in relation to my chosen critical incident, analysing the possible benefits or consequences of different approaches and whether these could be applied in line with the incident. By reviewing the literature, this has allowed me to reflect further on the incident and establish possible next steps or suggestions about how this situation could be approached in future. 
The role of critical reflection in education has become essential. It has developed increasingly in Wales, as the focus is on teaching moves towards it being a profession and not a craft. Kirsty Williams stated in 2019 that this is “the biggest set of education reforms in the UK for over half a century”. The reforms to education in Wales have had and will continue to have a large impact on changing the teaching approach and have made it clear that critical reflection should form the basis of any decision making. This is supported by guidance on the Welsh Government website which states that teachers should “be reflective and seek to engage in ongoing professional learning” (2020).
The focus on child development is no longer of an educational nature. The new curriculum for Wales puts an emphasis on a holistic approach towards a child’s development. This change was essential given the growing pressures of school and the impact upon a child’s health, both mentally and physically. The change is clearly highlighted by the “healthy, confident” section of the four purposes (Donaldson, 2015). This means that when we are reflecting, that we are not just reflecting on the educational impact, but how what we are doing may affect a child emotionally. This is evidenced by the Welsh Government, who state “effective use of observation techniques helps practitioners to understand learners’ levels of well-being” (2020).
We also need to consider how the role of a teacher has changed due to the reforms. Wales has changed to a system whereby the teacher is a facilitator for learning, as opposed to leading the teaching in its entirety. The facilitating approach again supports the idea that the focus is no longer on educational attainment but the development of the learner as a whole. The idea of a teacher being a facilitator suggests that the role of a teacher is to support a child. Reflective practice in this circumstance allows us to critically assess how we should approach particular scenarios. As the role of a teacher is now holistic, Brookfield’s “Lens Approach” (1998) provides a strong and particularly well-rounded reflective model. Although Brookfield’s position is that there are four lenses, he does state that the most important lens should always be the learner’s perspective. Brookfield established this model of reflection in 1998, where the role of the teacher was still largely an instructor. Given the changes to education in Wales, this thought process is even more relevant now, as it is essential for us, as reflective practitioners, to consider the learner as a whole when reflecting on critical incidents. This is something I will touch on later in this essay.

I spent two days observing a Year 7 class throughout various lessons, which allowed me to observe many different critical incidents throughout this observation. The school as a whole is quite large, with over 1700 pupils attending (Estyn, 2017). It is an extremely diverse school, in which 67% of the school population speak English as an additional language, as of 2019. Furthermore, 85% of the school population are from an ethnic minority background. These percentages were reflected in the specific class that I was observing, as the students were of many different ethnic minority backgrounds. I was also advised by a member of the teaching staff, that over 70% of the class were eligible for free school meals, which is an extremely high percent for a single class. The class were fairly well behaved and were actively engaged in their work throughout the two days. 
The lesson in which the critical incident took place was after the morning break. The students were slightly more energetic; however, they were still very well behaved, showing the teacher a high level of respect, which was reciprocated. The teacher advised that the lesson plan was to complete a Directed Improvement and Reflection Time (DIRT) lesson. This was in relation to a piece of extended writing that the class had completed. The teacher had marked each student’s extended writing piece prior to the lesson and provided them with each “what went well” and “even better if” comments to help improve learning. It was evident that the focus of this lesson was in line with the “ambitious, cable learners” purpose, specifically in relation to “building up a body of knowledge” and communicating “effectively in different forms or settings”. The class would improve on their prior knowledge and be able to use this effectively in the future due to the feedback given. 
During the lesson, the teacher asked the class to look at their spelling mistakes and correct them using the “Dicey Spelling” (Raymond, 2016, P6) method. The students were initially confused by this and questioned why they were to do their spellings in this way. In my experience, I have only seen spellings copied out three times in standard handwriting. The teacher explained to the class that “Dicey Spelling” consists of setting numerous ways of re-writing these spellings and then rolling a dice to establish what method is to be used. For example, one rule could be that you must write out the spelling with your weaker hand, whereas another rule could be to write the word out using bubble writing. 
The teacher proceeded to explain to the class why “Dicey Spelling” may be a better alternative to simply copying the word three times. They explained that by correcting the spellings in this way, a student is more likely to remember the word because their mind associates the word with the method of spelling. By simply copying the word, this does not mean that the word will stick in a student’s mind. It was clear that the teacher was using this technique to help improve cognitive learning. By using a fun and adaptable spelling technique, it looks to provide a positive link of the learning experience into the long-term memory.
The class as a whole responded in a positive manner, not only to the activity of “Dicey Spelling”, but to the teacher’s explanation as well. I observed the class carrying out various methods of re-writing their spellings. The class were asked to re-write a section of their work and the standard of spelling had immediately improved. In later lessons, I reviewed several different pieces of work where spellings, that had previously been mistakes, were now correct. It was evident that this method had aided the students in improving their capabilities. The class had built upon their prior knowledge and by correctly using these spellings in a variety of lessons, they were clearly showing stronger written skills in different settings.
The benefit of the technique was clear, linking well to Sweller’s “Cognitive Load Theory” (1998). In this circumstance, the extraneous load was reduced as the class were told to focus only on their spellings. However, the most important aspect was the increasing of the germane load. The various different methods of being able to spell the word aided the processing of the information and in doing so, contributed to schema’s that were already established in their long-term memory. 
This critical incident prompted me to conduct further research into the different factors to consider when looking to develop cognitive learning. The DIRT lesson also made me question assessment for learning and how to ensure that feedback is being used effectively.
There is a broad area to discuss when looking at literature in relation to cognitive learning. Klespsch & Seufert (2020, p70) discuss the idea that although the aim is to “increase learning performance”, ultimately this should not be done without the view of learning and understanding the impact of “cognitive learning resources” during learning, as well as how this can help to aid learning performance in future. Sweller’s “cognitive load theory” (1998) refers to three specific areas which affect how efficient a child’s learning is. These three forms are known as the intrinsic, extraneous and germane load. One study (DeLeeuw, & Mayer, 2008, P233-234) looked at how “different manipulations of the learning situation can cause different types of cognitive load to vary in distinguishable ways”. A key finding was that the study supported Sweller’s theory “that effective learning depends on the intrinsic, extraneous and germane load”. This was in comparison to a single-minded approach, which solely focuses on the overall cognitive learning that has taken place. This study supports the idea that there are many different factors that may impact cognitive learning and therefore, it is important to consider these.
Sweller (2010) states “the automation of lower level schemas is frequently essential for the construction of higher level schemas.” This relates largely to the intrinsic load as prior knowledge can affect the complexity of what is being learnt. In the example given by Sweller, he explains that this would be displayed in the use of language when reading and writing. Therefore, if a child does not have the automatic recognition of a letter, then it would be difficult for that child to apply these letters in certain ways in order to form words or sentences. Therefore, it is important to consider the prior knowledge that may have taken place when planning cognitive development strategies. 
Brown (2014, P51-52) presents the idea that “varied and more challenging practice which demands more brain power and encodes the learning in a more flexible representation that can be applied more broadly”. In developing cognitive learning this way, it is far more applicable for children to make links with their schema. This calls into question whether it is better to repeat a specific method or whether a more varied and challenging approach is more beneficial. On the one hand, prior knowledge is essential in order for a child to make links with the new content, but this has to be done in a meaningful way. Within a study undertaken by Roberts, Vadasy and Sanders (2019, P433), they established that the results noted that children benefitted from learning letter sounds instead of letters. By doing this, the children were able to construct word forms in the learning opportunities provided because they were able to make more links to their original schema’s. In contrast, Du Plessis (2018, P1) argues that a repeated structure is necessary, especially with younger age groups. He continues his argument by expressing that the repeated structure helps to form habits of mind. Du Plessis’ major criticism of a varied approach relates to a “lack of coherence across pedagogic communication and activities, as well as the random selection and sequencing of activities”. This highlights that a “varied and challenging approach” can be successful, as long as it is implemented in a meaningful way that will develop cognitive learning.
One difficulty presented by Sweller (2010, P134) is that it can be difficult to gauge what the appropriate level of intrinsic cognitive load should be. Sweller affirms that this is a difficult area compared to dealing with the extraneous load because “extraneous cognitive load always should be reduced”.  Kantowitz (1987, P97) explains how our mental load is “a subjective experience caused by motivation, ability, expectations, training, timing, stress, fatigue, and circumstances in addition to the number, type and difficulty of tasks performed, effort expended, and success in meeting requirements”. This is a holistic view of child development in relation to cognitive learning and it emphasises the various factors that need to be accounted for when considering how a child’s cognitive learning may be impacted. 
This introduces the idea of subjectivity in cognitive learning. Obergriesser (2020, P2) presents the idea that “studies show a positive relationship between students' enjoyment and how often they reported applying cognitive learning strategies.” An example of this would be Schukajlow and Rakoczy’s (2016, P125) study which showed “that positive affect has a greater weight not only on motivation (Mega et al., 2014) but also on performance” which furthers the current view that enjoyment of a specific topic shows positive cognitive development and performance.  However, the issue with the area of individual differences is highlighted in multiple studies. This is due to the fact that there is no method of collecting accurate data. Plass et al (2010, P81) indicates that “the relationship among the specific individual differences, cognitive load, and learning outcomes has not yet been studied with sufficient detail” meaning that the findings of the study were inferred. 
It is important to consider how feedback is best relayed to students. Padmanabha (2021, p20) states that “good learning is always a part of good assessment, and that is why assessment and learning goes hand in hand.” By monitoring progress in assessment for learning, it allows evaluation of students’ work and provides an opportunity for feedback to be given in an effective manner. This then gives the student a platform to add to their learning.
Effectiveness of feedback is a key point to consider, when determining how best to give this. In a study conducted by Van de Kleij and Adie (2020, P266), it was found that oral feedback has very little impact when looking to help students in their learning. This was down to the fact that feedback given orally is “differentially received by students, and frequently not perceived as intended”. This highlights the importance of considering any misconceptions that may be perceived from a student’s perspective. Furthermore, even in terms of written feedback, action plans and targets cannot be set if effective feedback isn’t given. Carmody (2019, P140) looks at how SMART (Specific, Measurable, Attainable, Relevant, Time-based) goals are a strong method of setting targets but clarifies that “the best SMART goals are not effective without appropriate feedback”. Therefore, without providing effective feedback, learning is unlikely to take place.
Learner involvement in assessment for learning is something to consider when looking at feedback. Peer assessment is widely used as a method for feedback. This is linked closely with Vygotsky’s “socio-constructivist view of education” (Crichton & Mcdaid, 2016, P192), where learning is assisted by a more-knowledgeable other, whether that be a teacher or a peer. Peer assessment can be effective if the peer is a more knowledgeable other, as this can then lead to effective feedback being given. However, students’ understanding of a specific topic is varied. This is also something to consider when using self-assessment as a method for feedback. As “self-assessment accuracy is often low”, the accuracy of feedback deteriorates which can then “lead to suboptimal learning outcomes” (Raaijmakers et al, 2019, P21). This emphasises the importance of providing success criteria when looking to complete a self-assessment. In addition to this, it is essential for students to act upon feedback to improve learning. Wiliam (2011, P12) suggests this may be through methods such as using a more knowledgeable other for help, carrying out actions provided by a teacher or evaluating feedback and establishing how this can be done in future. Wiliam goes on to state that the “best designed feedback is useless if it is not acted upon”. Ultimately, it is essential that students understand their role when it comes to acting upon feedback and it is also necessary for teachers to check that follow up actions are being carried out.
On the other hand, one benefit seen in self-assessment is the idea that this encourages students to become critical thinkers and be able to apply this when completing assessments in future. Wang and Zang (2020, P982) states that feedback indirectly causes “changes in students’ own study habits” as opposed to feedback affecting performance. This again indicates the significance of teaching students how to give themselves effective feedback.
Being a reflective practitioner is an essential part of teaching, as highlighted by the Welsh Government’s statement of observation being a necessary part of the profession (2020) and assessment for learning helps to develop this. Smith and Williams (2017, p133) confirm this by stating that the area of assessment for learning “can and should involve enhancement of the teaching and learning experience for us” as well as students. When reviewing assessment, it allows for recognition of any misconceptions that are arising amongst students. In light of this, it may be necessary to continue building on a topic as opposed to providing immediate feedback. A student may be confused by feedback provided in these circumstances as they have not understood the topic (Hattie & Timperley, 2007). By being practitioners, it is important to vary the ways in which feedback is provided. Black et al (2004, P20) advise that widescale changes may be too much. However, they advise “to think of one thing you feel confident to try — be it “traffic lights,” peer assessment, improved questioning, whatever — and simply try it”. This suggests that without trialling different methods of assessment for learning, teachers are limited in approaches to evaluating and feeding back on assessments. Various methods of assessment allow for different strengths and misconceptions to be recognised, which can only be of benefit to learning.
Turning to an analysis of the critical incident I witnessed, Brookfield (1998, P140) states that “engaging in a critical reflection on experience is a modernist project” which causes us to have a more applicable thinking process. Brookfield highlights our role as critical thinkers through his “Four Lens” approach (1998).
The critical incident that I focus my discussion on was a positive experience for the students in that class. Whilst there are various methods for reflective practice, I feel that Brookfield’s approach (1998) to be the most applicable in this scenario, as a focus on individuals is needed as opposed to a reflection on the class as a whole. Brookfield (1998) draws attention that the most important lens we need to consider is that of a student. The student lens is incredibly important but at the same time is incredibly difficult for a teacher to gauge. This is due to the fact that any feedback may be perceived in different ways, which is supported by Van de Kleij and Adie (2020, P266) study in relation to oracy. As a whole, the class in this instance were extremely engaged with the teacher’s explanation of how “Dicey Spelling” was beneficial to their learning. Students appeared to be interested as to why they were spelling words in a different way as opposed to the standard method of copying words out repeatedly. This would link closely with Brown’s (2014) idea that a varied approach is better than a repeated, structured method. 
With that said, it is important to consider the individual differences with each student. I have stated that as an observer, the class as a whole responded well. However, this may not necessarily be the case for every student. The only way to evaluate this is by ensuring that words previously spelt incorrectly are used in the correct way when used in future. In terms of spelling, it is not very often that recall practice is used by a teacher; it is simply a case that a student copies the word and is then expected to use it correctly in future. In this situation, it may be that the teacher did follow up on previous misspelt words, as I only observed the class for two days. However, if this was not the case, then it may be an idea to have small spelling tests or tasks that involve the previously misspelt words as a form of assessment for learning. This way, progress can be effectively monitored and we as practitioners can reflect upon the impact of “Dicey Spelling” upon individuals.
Further to this, Plass (2010) indicates how there is very little literature in relation to individual differences and how this affects learning. Therefore, it could be argued that a repeated method may be better suited to certain individuals. Black and Wiliam (2004) suggest that changes in approach are necessary in order to recognise benefits of certain assessment for learning strategies. In this case, it may be a suggestion that it is worth considering. By using a different method, it gives practitioners the chance to compare the impact of the different spelling methods on individuals. By doing this, we can then establish what is the best method to use for individuals in future.
During my review of literature, Wiliam (2011) stated the significance of students taking responsibility for their own learning and acting upon feedback. Firstly, it is important for students to be able to respond to feedback. In the class that I was observing, the teacher provided a sheet for the front of books that allowed for students to respond to their feedback. A potential issue of this is highlighted by Brookfield. Brookfield (1998, P135) states that children are “often wary about being too honest with us”. A potential suggestion that Brookfield suggests is the idea of anonymity. If feedback is responded to anonymously, we may have issues in identifying which student needs specific help. However, it may also be a case that a common issue is arising. As practitioners, we can identify this and then provide further learning experiences on those areas. Therefore, an anonymous system may be of benefit. 
In conclusion, the research has taught me the importance of considering planning for effective and meaningful learning. Du Plessis (2018) emphasises this point. He states that varied approaches can be beneficial, but this is provided that lesson plans are done in the right way. This experience has allowed me to consider Brookfield’s student lens (1998) and the role of the learner when it comes to cognitive development. I have learnt that peer and self-assessment can be effective, however the research has informed me that it is absolutely necessary that students have the necessary schema in order to do this. If not, feedback is ineffective and cognitive learning is unlikely to take place. Given that the Welsh Curriculum is based upon student led learning, I will need to consider when peer or self-assessment is appropriate. Individual differences are certainly a key area when it comes to cognitive learning, and there can be no doubt that this has a day-to-day impact. This is where developing relationships becomes important, as without this, I will not understand a specific student’s particular needs to the best possible extent. That is not to say that I will be know everything about a student, as indicated by Brookfield (1998), children do not always reveal their honest thoughts. However, by building these relationships, it will allow me to observe and “gain a greater understanding of the needs, skills and progress of individuals and groups of learners” (Welsh Government, 2020).
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