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[bookmark: _Toc150186774]Introduction
The process of education is an intricate one, characterised by continuous change, growth and adaptation (Burn et al, 2022). Therefore, it is pivotal that educators are aware of the interrelated practices that can aid their journey of professional development (Appleby and Pilkington, 2014). One method is reflective practice, and this essay is a critical examination of the crucial role that reflective practice plays in shaping learning. It underscores the significance of assessing learners’ performance and progress in terms of an educational event, and how reflection informs the subsequent steps in the teaching and learning process.
Throughout this essay, we will be placing a spotlight on a "critical incident" that serves as the basis for exploration of reflective theories. By analysing a critical incident, we will investigate the experiences encountered by learners every lesson. We will also explore how educators use reflection to inform their instructional practices and guide learners toward more meaningful and effective learning outcomes.
The teaching method at the crux of this essay is differentiation. Predominantly considered to fall under the umbrella of constructivist learning theory (Robinson et al, 2014) differentiation requires practitioners to consider the ability of all in the classroom and create “desirably challenging” (Bjork and Bjork, 2020) work for students to attempt. With the ever-rising student to teacher ratio mixed ability classes are more like an inevitability than a choice that schools can make. So, whilst differentiation has been around for a long time, these circumstances have popularised differentiation over the past few decades.
[bookmark: _Toc150186775]Details of the school 
[bookmark: _Int_6kXVZllr]The critical incident took place in a Welsh medium middle school (ages 3-19). As of 2022, the Rhondda Cynon Taf based school had 694 pupils, 505 of them in years 7-13. As of 2019, the school maintained a pupil teacher ratio of 14.9 and a free school meals percentage of 7.1%, the school achieved a numeracy points score of 39.1, higher than the local authority average of 35.7 and Wales’s average 37.2 (Welsh Government, 2022).


[bookmark: _Toc150186776]What is a critical incident? 
While critical incident to some may sound serious, critical is used to highlight relevance or importance by Tripp (Tripp, 1993). In general, a critical incident is noteworthy, an instance that catches the teacher’s attention during their everyday practice. When such a “typical” incident occurs, Tripp’s model suggests that the “incident is rendered critical through analysis”, that is examining the incident through wider, often societal or cultural contexts. Thus, reflection is required in order to inspire professional development and fresh insight, allowing practitioners to fine tune their practice to provide a better learning experience for students. In essence, develop a deeper understanding of the complexities of the classroom.
[bookmark: _Toc150186777]My observed critical incident. 
The critical incident I observed is an example of differentiation in the classroom. The class expanding on a topic that they had previously covered in their mathematics lessons, nth term. Thirty-five minutes into the lesson the teacher reveals a worksheet on the white board with bronze, silver, and gold level questions. As the students were starting the tasks, one student (Student A) loudly questioned the difficulty of the bronze level questions, claiming that they were too easy. The teacher responded saying that perhaps he found it easy, but others might not and that he should therefore start his work on the silver level questions. Later, the student requires assistance from the teacher who helps Student A, but then loudly suggests that Student A should try starting on bronze and working their way up to the silver. 
There were limitations while observing as it was a video recording of a lesson. There was no way of hearing conversations between students, assessing the impact of Student A’s comments on their fellow students or seeing what level questions students chose to attempt. Nor was it possible to see what questions were on the board to see what level the students were at overall. Additionally, it is not specified what time of day the lesson takes place at, specifically in relation to break, lunch or the end of the school day.


[bookmark: _Toc150186778]Literature Review of Differentiation 
It could be argued that the practise of differentiation is as old as schooling in Wales. The earliest free schools, travelling schools and Sunday schools were majorly one-room schools (or one room barns, chapels, etc.) where teachers had to teach a wide range of age groups and abilities at the same time (Powys Digital history Project, n.d.). Post the education act of 1870 and the establishment of formal school buildings until the current day, Estyn (2006) found that approximately a third of primary school students are being educated in a school with 90 pupils or less. Teachers have had to differentiate to meet the needs of a class of pupils with mixed ages and mixed abilities. Indeed, the author attended a primary school with 135 pupils and was taught in combined year classes from 2007 to 2013. Potentially leading to differentiation forming a key segment of his perception of education.
Despite this long history of teachers differentiating to meet the needs of learners. The theory of differentiation instruction codified much later, gaining mainstream popularity through the work of Dr Carol Ann Tomlison (Wells and Shaughnessy, 2009).  In various books and articles, she has created a model for modifying content, instruction and assessment to allow for students’ “variance in readiness levels, interests and learning profile preferences” (Tomlinson, 2000, 2005a, 2005b, 2008, 2014, etc).     
So, what is differentiation exactly? Carolan and Guinn (2007) explain that differentiated instruction is not teaching something multiple ways. Rather that differentiation comes from four characteristics: Personalised scaffolding, flexible means to a defined end, mining subject area expertise, and a caring classroom. Strahan et al. (2012) summarise that differentiation is an approach to teaching rather than a set of strategies. As does Tomlinson (2003) who states that differentiation is “an approach to teaching in which teachers proactively modify curricula, teaching methods, resources, learning activities, and student products to address the diverse needs of individual students and small groups of students to maximize the learning opportunity for each student in a classroom”. Further, Chamberlin and Powers (2010) explain that differentiated instruction does not enforce gifted students to complete more assignments and struggling students complete fewer. Instead, all students work on projects that present opportunity for critical thinking at the appropriate level. 
Therefore, when used effectively, differentiation provides inclusion and the appropriate level of challenge for the diverse range of students that form a classroom (Winterbottom, 2019). Research shows that when work is too difficult students will not engage with the content (Pavlov et al, 2023).  The use of varying differentiation strategies to deliver content offers work that is of a manageable difficulty for less able students to progress at their own rate without feeling as though they have fallen behind. At the same time, differentiation can be used to ensure advanced learners do not stagnate and have their abilities and motivation deteriorate through lack of use and strain (Tomlinson, 2015). Efficient use of differentiation allows for these students to be challenged at an appropriate pace, maintaining their high levels of aptitude, whilst ensuring that they can develop their passion for continued learning in their areas of special interest (Munro, 2012, Tomlinson, 2003, 2005b, VanTassel-Baska et al. 2020).
[bookmark: _Hlk150097608]Developing differentiation skills also benefits practitioners, Tricarico and Yendol-Hoppey (2012) found that teachers who were proactive in finding their own solutions to the difficulties of teaching mixed ability classes became self-regulating and felt autonomous of experts and impositions from outside the classroom. Via the cyclical process of “design and implementation of differentiated lessons, evaluation and redesign depending on the needs of students” practitioners can gain feelings of trust in their own abilities, qualities, and judgement. Enabling them to find continuous enjoyment in their students’ achievements (Stavrou and Koutselioni, 2016).
Dweck (2014) and Hattie (2023) identify that teachers can affect student achievement and learning outcomes, through their belief in their students’ capacity to achieve and their expectations of their students’ efforts.  Coubergs et al. (2017) identify that the ability of practitioners to develop strong differentiation practice is linked to having this type of “growth mindset”. Whereas teachers with a “fixed mindset” believe that their students’ ability is limited by predetermined levels of intelligence, and tend not to allow for their students’ interests, readiness and learning profile. 
[bookmark: _Hlk150082379]However, other factors also affect the successful implementation of differentiation. It is well documented that teachers have heavy workloads (Galton and MacBeath, 2008).  Effective differentiation requires time to be committed to making resources and planning (Algozzine and Anderson, 2007, Carolan and Guinn, 2007, Lindner and Schwab, 2020). Plus, effective training and management support is a necessity to ensure that teachers are correctly implementing differentiation (VanTassel-Baska et al, 2020, Munro 2012, Burn et al, 2022). All these facets merge to create a time-consuming and financially costly process, that means some schools may not have adequate resources to employ meaningful differentiation lesson upon lesson (Gibbs, 2022).
A further potential issue is the imbalance of support that students need. If a class has a large proportion of students with learning barriers or with behavioural issues and the teacher has no classroom assistants, the teacher may become overly focussed on the learning of these students. It is then possible that the remaining students will receive minimal attention and their learning negatively will be impacted negatively (de Jager, 2013). Therefore, the importance of excellent classroom management skills cannot be overstated, ensuring that students who are all completing different work are all progressing at a rate that fits them is a challenging task and requires experienced and skilled practitioners to maintain order in the classroom (Wan, 2016).  
Robert Bjork and Elizabeth Bjork head the “desirable difficulties” perspective, they initially presented this term for their learning theory in 1994 (Bjork and Bjork, 2020). This ideology supports the practice of differentiation as it identifies the significance of the degree of difficulty undertaken.  The appropriate (desirable) level of difficulty is one that encourages the memory processes of encoding and retrieval that underlie the acquisition of learning, whilst accounting for the student’s current knowledge and skills (Bjork and Bjork, 2011).  
Building on Bjork’s work Rohrer (2012) have found that “interleaving” exposure to a particular mathematical concept amongst exposure to other concepts rather than “blocking” all learning related to that concept together, along with “spacing” exposure to concepts, encourages students to recall information from memory rather than relying on information provided moment before. Learning this way, supported by scaffolding, allows students to understand that mistakes made during practice are part of efficacious practice, if students persist to understand their mistakes and how the correct solution is reached. This suggests that by offering students a choice of questions including both previous and recently studied concepts allows them to undertake the appropriate level of challenge at the appropriate time (Rohrer and Hartwig, 2020). 
Harris (2005) concurs, discouraging practitioners from giving different resources to different abilities, supporting the claim that students would benefit from a choice of work to complete from the same resource. This also eliminates the previously mentioned premonition that differentiation can be a tedious and long process for practitioners. Platt (2018) agrees finding that some students in her study were more focused and motivated when allowed to choose from the same list as opposed to being given separate tasks based on ability.  However, Platt also found that some students did not challenge themselves by undertaking the more difficult content potentially due to them believing that they are only capable of a certain level of work. 
Zimmerman (2002) identifies strong links between individual students’ learning perceptions and their inability to self-regulate their learning. Tomlinson (2008) declares that differentiation can lead to the development of self-regulated learning skills in students.  Particularly, differentiation grants scope for students to make choices. Thus, allowing students to comprehend how learning works and feel ownership of their learning. As a result of this freedom, students gain control of their learning futures to become self-directed, independent learners.  Developing this range of cognitive and metacognitive skills is key to setting up students to become lifelong learners (De La Harpe and Radloff, 2000) Becoming lifelong learners and developing the aforementioned skills are characteristics that the Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2023) strives to establish in students. 



[bookmark: _Toc150186779]Literature Review of Critical Reflection

Critical reflection, also known as reflective practice, is a concept that has received increasing attention in teaching and learning in the past few decades (Zwozdiak-Myers, 2023). It involves a systematic and conscious process in which educators review their teaching methods, classroom experiences, and professional development with a view to improve teaching skills and student outcomes.
John Dewey in the early 20th century identified the concept of reflection in education. Specifically in his 1910 book ‘How we think.’ where he discusses reflective practice (Dewey, 1910). 
Rodgers (2002) expertly condenses Dewey’s view of reflective thinking into four criteria:   
“1. Reflection is a meaning-making process that moves a learner from one experience into the next with deeper understanding of its relationships with and connections to other experiences and ideas.  It is the thread that makes continuity of learning possible, and ensures the progress of the individual and, ultimately, society. It is a means to essentially moral ends.
2.  Reflection is a systematic, rigorous, disciplined way of thinking, with its roots in scientific inquiry.
3.  Reflection needs to happen in community, in interaction with others.
4.  Reflection requires attitudes that value the personal and intellectual growth of oneself and of others.” (p.845)
[bookmark: _Hlk149461180][bookmark: _Hlk149500829]Donald Schön later developed his own interpretation of critical reflection in books released throughout the mid to late 1900’s. He identified that society is in a continual state of change and that we must become adept at learning and also adept at learning about learning in order to manage these constant transformations (Schön, 1973) His evaluation splits reflection into two areas: Reflection in Action and Reflection on Action. In essence, he describes reflection during and after an event (Schön, 1983). 
There are several different methodologies practitioners or institutions can select to implement when undertaking critical reflection. One example is David A. Kolb’s, Kolb's methodology involves research on the process of learning from experience. It recommends that learners learn best when they are active with their experiences, consider the experience in terms of doing, analyse the experience, consider the connection between the experience and previous knowledge, and create an attempt to apply the learning in wider context (Kolb and Kolb, 2011). 
Gibbs (1988) methodology has 6 stages: Description (What happened?), Feelings (What were you feeling and what do you think others feeling during the incident?), Evaluation (What went well/poorly?), Analysis (Why did it go well/poorly?), Conclusion (What has been learnt/could have been done?), Action Plan (What should be done differently?). Akin to Kolb’s method, Gibbs theory is cyclical, meaning individuals can restart the process, applying the knowledge gained to further skills and making more informed decisions in the future. 
Another theorist, Stephen D. Brookfield, has his own theory of critical reflection. Brookfield’s process is recognised to be particularly relevant to adult education and professional progress. The core of Brookfield’s premise is that there are four lenses that a practitioner must consider when undergoing reflection in order for a practitioner to become conscious of and challenge the assumptions that underlie their choice of actions and beliefs. The perspectives evaluated are Student’s eyes, colleagues’ perception, theory, and personal experience. Drawing from these sources and constructing a review having considered these multiple viewpoints, the subsequent steps in the process are to critically analyse findings and create an action plan based on the newfound appreciation of an event. (Brookfield, 2002, 2014)
Another reflective practice theory established by Urie Bronfenbrenner (1974, 1977) explores the ecological systems that surround students and the impacts that these systems have. Bronfenbrenner’s work is focused on child development and is therefore particularly relevant when evaluating critical reflection in the context of education. The ecological systems contain people or issues that affect an individual. For example, the microsystem, which is the closest system considered in Bronfenbrenner’s framework, considers the influence of the people nearest to the individual, parents, siblings, teachers, etc. These systems provide a detailed structure for attempting to understand the entire range of reasons for an incident occurring and how to proceed having reflected upon the incident. 
Deliberately used, reflection provides a safe method of identifying and reflecting on incidents, triggering personal growth and self-awareness within a safe space under our control. Thus, allowing educators to address and challenge their own biases. Leading to effective change through the development of professional values, insight into how others perceive us and alternative approaches and comprehensions (Thompson, 2022).
Contradictory to this, Thompson (2022) also highlights the risk of critical reflectors descending into distorted thinking, introspection, self-absorption and self-conscious cynicism.  This is expanded upon by Baker (1990) who furthers the argument, comparing critical reflection to a ‘house of mirrors’ where the risk of isolation and disengagement is pervasive. Additionally, critical reflection has been criticised for having a possibly detrimental effect on self-regulation. This can be troublesome because negative thoughts about one's performance can create complicated hinderances to learning, skew perceptions, and negatively impact the motivation to persevere (Smith, 2011).
Another possible drawback of reflective practice is the element of time and effort (Smith 2011) With the volume of work that teachers have, finding time for reflective practice would tend to slide down the priority list. In addition to this, to ensure that educators are making meaningful use of critical practice, training and guidance would need to be provided further increasing the amount of time practitioners would need to spend on reflective practice. However, counsel is necessary, a major pitfall is the potential for teachers to undertake critical reflection ineffectually. Not receiving sufficient guidance could render the process futile as practitioners would not know how to translate their reflection to practice. 
Whilst there are potential issues, (Muijs and Lindsay, 2005) describes the foremost benefit as the opening that reflective practice grants for educators to enhance their teaching practice and continuous professional development. Specifically, Zwozdiak-Myers (2023) emphasises the opportunity for student teachers to critically reflect on issues such as the efficacy of current teaching methods and strategies, classroom management and student engagement through both self and peer evaluation and experimentation. Thus, allowing them to develop life-long learning skills to continuously allow research and theory to inform and improve their teaching practice. 
[bookmark: _Toc150186780]Case study
Due to the nature of the class being a mixed ability class, the use of differentiation is an optimal teaching method to use in this classroom (Tomlinson, 2014). Seemingly, this form of differentiation is common in this classroom as no in-depth explanation is necessary from the teacher. Cheney (1989) would praise this as they explain that students tend to like some form of routine in lessons, and it can positively affect both student performance and behaviour. Unfortunately, the author has no way of knowing if this practice is common throughout the school. But (Estyn, 2018) suggests that students respond positively to consistency throughout schools. The Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2022) has narrowed subjects into Areas of Learning and Experience (AoLE), this could contribute to more consistency across departments due to the ‘old’ subject departments now working as collectives. 
The use of the ‘Bronze, Silver and Gold’ terminology automatically insinuates that students on gold are better than students on bronze. This is another element that could harm lower ability students’ self-confidence. While there is minimal literature on this topic, other terminology for the levels is readily available to a proactive practitioner. Hard, Harder and Hardest is an example of terminology that could be slightly more encouraging to students, confirming that the lowest level questions still hold value. 
When Student A then questioned the difficulty of the bronze questions publicly, it’s quite possible that others in the class would not attempt them as that level of question has been stigmatised as too easy. Then, when attempting the silver level questions that are outside that student’s scope, they would then become unmotivated and uninterested as per Bjork’s theory of desirable difficulty (Bjork and Bjork, 2020). 
Not long after this, Student A is receiving assistance from the teacher about the silver level questions. The teacher begins to move on to support a different student, but Student A continues to ask questions. The teacher, who is clearly familiar with the class and its pupils loudly suggests, almost announcing to the class, that Student A should start with bronze and work his way up to the higher-level questions. The literature (Brookfield, 2017) suggests that this action could have an impact on the self-confidence of the Student A. However, from class context it is clear that Student A is a confident individual with an exuberant personality and that the teacher has formed a constructive relationship with him. 






[bookmark: _Toc150186781]Discussion
A critical reflection of the incident furthers understanding of the incident and provides insight into next teaching and learning strategies. From the methods introduced in the above literature review, this incident is considered using Brookfield’s methodology of the four lenses.  In his book ‘Becoming a Critically Reflective Teacher’ (Brookfield, 2017), Brookfield goes in depth on each of the lenses providing examples of his critical reflection from each lens. 
Engaging through the student’s lens, is an attempt to understand the perception that Student A and the other students in the class had during the incident. The first port of call would be to check to see if Student A is on free school meals as socioeconomic status is well documented as having an impact on a student's performance in school. Additionally, checking if Student A has any additional learning needs and if there is an issue with his home life. Evaluating the situation from a Student A’s perspective after collection of this data may provide a clearer roadmap of how to proceed in future. The remaining students in the class who were at a bronze level may have felt hurt by the comment Student A, and a reassurance to those students could be a necessary tool for the practitioner to use the next time a similar incident occurs.  Brookfield makes it clear that the principal factor to consider when using this lens is power. The suggestion of anonymous feedback is a simple yet valuable suggestion. Making critical reflection through students' eyes accessible by allowing insights from the students without the students being in fear of a reactionary and defensive response from the teacher.  
With regards to the colleague lens, a primary aim is to relieve isolation and invite new viewpoints. By querying colleagues, Brookfield describes how colleagues can mitigate impostor syndrome through explaining how they deal with a similar issue. Another purpose of the colleague lens is to provide a fresh perspective and can point out things that have been missed. 
Brookfield suggests that the personal or experience lens is heavily undervalued by educators who participate in critical evaluation. Shadiow (2013) encourages the uncovering of hidden assumptions through a process of uncovering your personal stories of your education. Whilst Nash (2002) has developed the Structure-Disposition-Practice (SDP) model to guide practitioners in creating scholarly personal narratives to explain the relationships between individual dispositions, individual actions and the causes and consequences of social mechanisms. This element of using narrative/storytelling to apply your personal experience to gain insight into critical incidents seems to make it difficult for practitioners to accept the process as an academically valid part of critical reflection.
The theoretical lens entails the practitioner exploring the literature on the topic to illuminate “interpretations of familiar as well as newly complex situations.” (Brookfield, 2017, p.8) In this case, interacting with the works of Dr Carol Tomlinson to clarify and enhance subject knowledge on differentiation.  
 

[bookmark: _Toc150186782]Conclusion
The literature suggests an overall positive evaluation of differentiation. Generally suggesting that differentiation is an ingrained teaching method used by practitioners. However, it is discussed as almost subconscious, the literature implies that a proactive approach to including differentiation in the classroom would glean an even larger positive response. While there are obstacles that differentiation throws up, these can be largely nullified with collaborative work, continuous training, professional development support, and effective resource provision. To be in accordance with the Curriculum for Wales, offering students the choice of what questions to attempt can satisfy the standard of creating independent learners. 
The literature on critical reflection paints a heavily positive portrait of its benefits for continuous professional development and improved teaching practice. The heaviest concern being in the form of isolation, self-cynicism and a focus on negative incidents. Using Brookfield’s methodology which includes consulting with others during the Colleague lens phase, creates a support system when undertaking reflective practice. Further, using critical reflection frugally would inhibit practitioners from being overly critical of themselves too frequently. The recognition of critical incidents must be accurate to save from needless self-reflection. Brookfield concurs with this thinking; “I’m suspicious of its (critical reflection) mandatory measurement. When reflective assessment protocols are determined in advance, and teachers are required to show a suitable level of reflectivity to get reappointment, promotion, and tenure, the collaborative and collective dimension of reflection is entirely lost.” (Brookfield, 2017, p.76)
[bookmark: _Toc150186783]Next teaching and learning steps.
As a student teacher, completing this assignment has been an excellent opportunity to explore differentiation and critical reflection and their surrounding topics. Going forward I intend on ensuring that some form of differentiation is present in my practice. Especially when creating worksheets, creating ‘building blocks’ for students to progress in a natural way, adhering to the ‘Progression in Learning’ strand in the professional standards (Welsh Government, n.d.). Additionally, Bjork’s desirably difficulties perspective resonates with me as from personal experience being under or over challenged does negatively impact motivation. Therefore, that is something I intend to carry forwards with me through to my educational practice. 
Critical reflection has its merits and is largely respected in the main. I believe that to begin with quizzing more experienced practitioners is a more effective way of bettering personal professional growth. However, more experienced teachers possess a larger arsenal to tackle critical incidents using individual reflective practice. Having said that, Brookfield’s methodology is an accessible method of critical reflection that ensures the reflector covers comprehensive viewpoints before creating an action plan to move onward.       
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