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Introduction

This assignment will provide a critical evaluation of an incident observed within a primary classroom setting applying Tripp’s (2011) critical incident methodology. Tripp’s (2011) methodology is based on the understanding that incidents occur continuously throughout the school day and do not exist independently of the observer. Taking this into consideration, Tripp (2011) states that the way an observer interprets the significance of events plays a crucial role in deciding what is considered a critical incident. Following on from this, incidents that occur within a classroom setting may initially seem ordinary however upon engaging in a process of critical analysis and reflection can acquire a significant and new meaning. A critical incident does not need to be a dangerous or serious event; instead “critical” is to be interpreted as important or relevant. Once a situation has been analysed educators can plan and implement an appropriate response or strategy and observe the effects of the response. This model is also significant as it allows the educator to reflect on the critical incident and plan an appropriate strategy which overall improves their practice. To summarise, by incorporating Tripp’s reflective method into teaching practices, educators can develop a diagnostic approach which enables them to identify, comprehend and explain their professional practices by drawing upon academic theory and field-specific knowledge. 

The main aim for this assignment was to begin to engage with the significance of reflective practice by drawing from my own classroom-based experiences to enable me to determine subsequent actions to take forward in my future practice. Belvis et al (2013) described reflective practice in relation to teacher education as observing and experiencing for the purpose of analysis to improve future practice. Moon (2013) supports this view and highlights how reflection is integral to the enhancement of professional practice as it enables a deeper level of cognitive learning and understanding. Galea (2012) argues that a lack of reflective mindset in professional practice hinders teachers from becoming effective practitioners, in contrast to those who actively look to challenge and learn from past experiences to inform new approaches to thinking and teaching. Reflective practice is also a fundamental part of the revised curriculum and the Teaching Standards used for Initial Teacher Education (ITE) in Wales, as outlined by Furlong (2020). The new Curriculum for Wales places more responsibility on trainee and professional practitioners to engage with the ‘how, why and what’ of education within its desired vision for education (Donaldson, 2015, p.7). This change in direction for education shows there is a greater expectation for professional learning and development of ‘sound pedagogy’ which can be attained through engaged with reflective practice (Donaldson, 2015, p.7).

The incident I observed which I will be critically reflecting on involves the use of questioning and hands up to answer as an assessment for learning strategy. During the lesson a pupil became disengaged and began having a conversation with the person next to them after being asked by the class teacher not to put their hand up as they had shown they knew the answers and the class teacher wanted to check the understanding of the rest of the class. The following sections will give a brief description of the school context as well as outline and discuss the chosen incident observation in relation to the new curriculum for Wales. Following on from this, a review of the literature will aim to outline some key areas to better understand the significance and relevance of the critical incident. Finally, I will outline my own reflection to indicate next steps for future practice. 

School context

As the role of the observer or ‘researcher’ in this context it is important that the following sections align with BERA Guidelines regarding the conduct of the participants that have been observed. Therefore, the sections that follow will ensure that the data collected remains anonymous and confidential to adhere to the guidelines of educational research (BERA, 2018). This data includes the naming of the school, the pupils, and the staff. It is also important to note the length of time that has passed since the school last received an Estyn report, when taking into account certain pieces of data used in this section. Despite this, the report has been referenced due to a lack of credible sources of this kind for school information. 

The observation took place in an English medium primary school based in the Swansea Local Authority. There are 427 mixed-gender pupils enrolled at the school with an age range of 3 to 11 years. Pupils are organised into 16 classes with two form entry for every year group from nursery up to Year 6. The incident was recorded during the period of observation which took place in a foundation phase classroom as opposed to Key Stage 2. The last Estyn report identified that the three-year average for pupils eligible for free school meals is 21% which is slightly above the Welsh average of 18%. 30% of pupils in the school have been identified as having special educational needs which is above the Welsh average of 21%. Most pupils at the school are of white British ethnicity and come from homes where English is the main language and very few pupils speak Welsh at home. The Estyn (2020) report states that across the school most pupils enjoy learning Welsh, and they are enthusiastic and speak with good pronunciation. 

Overall, the aims and vision of the school is to create a culture of continuous improvement and high standards of learning and wellbeing for pupils and staff. In addition, the school is committed to developing pupils’ understanding of their rights and responsibilities as young citizens. This shows the schools commitment to embedding new Curriculum for Wales as they have put the four purposes at the forefront of their school vision.

Critical incident overview and the connection to the Four Purposes

The chosen incident for this assignment, outlined in appendix A, occurred during my first full week on placement in a reception class. The number of pupils in attendance was around 26, with one class teacher and two teaching assistants (TA’s).

To put the incident in context all pupils were sat on the carpet as the class teacher finished taking the morning register and counting with the class how many pupils that day are having school dinners and sandwiches. The class teacher then went into the usual morning routine of selecting the Helpwr Heddiw’s and asking them to put the day of the week and the date on the board. The teacher then asked the class what the weather’s like today which led to a class discussion about the weather. Following on from this the class teacher went straight into the introduction of the planned lesson with all the children still sat on the carpet. The day before the children had started to learn the different types of weather in Welsh e.g heulog (sunny), gymalog (cloudy) etc. As part of the introduction the class teacher began to recap the different types of weather in Welsh that the children had learnt the day before. To do this the teacher displayed a PowerPoint on the interactive whiteboard that had a picture of different weathers on each slide, the teacher then asked children who knew what that weather is in Welsh to put their hands up and the teacher chose someone with their hand up to give an answer to the class. During this activity I noticed one pupil (Child A) had their hand up to answer every question, they were chosen to give an answer by the teacher multiple times. The class teacher praised Child A for knowing the answers and then asked Child A to not put their hand up to give another answer so they could check the understanding of the rest of the class. As a result, Child A quickly became disengaged in the activity as they were no longer facing the whiteboard and began playing with their hair. Then Child A turned to the person next to them and began to have a conversation while the teacher was continuing to question the rest of the class. This incident is significant because when Child A was asked to not put their hand up to give another answer, they immediately became disengaged in the lesson as they knew they would not be giving an answer.

In addition to beginning to engage with reflective practice with observed incidents, it is also important to gain a greater understanding of the incident in relation to the new Curriculum for Wales. The new Curriculum for Wales aims to ‘reassert the fundamental purposes of education’ in order to develop ambitious, capable learners (Donaldson, 2015, p.5). Developing these skills in young people is key to them being able to meet the challenges and changing pressures in Wales and the world, today and in the future (Donaldson, 2015). The four purposes is the main driver in the delivery of the New Curriculum in schools and the four purposes indicate what education should be providing to learners across Wales (Welsh Government, 2021). As the incident took place in a bilingual question and answer session the incident directly links to the use of Welsh and English in effective communication as part of becoming ambitious, capable learners. In addition, by promoting the use of English and Welsh in the classroom children will become more ethically informed citizens of Wales as well as contributing to the Welsh Governments target of hitting one million Welsh speakers in Wales by 2050 (Welsh Government, 2017).

Literature Review

The incident occurred while the class teacher was assessing the children’s knowledge and understanding of the different types of weather in Welsh, the observed incident has highlighted some key areas that can be linked to and discussed within a review of the literature. The following review will focus on the use of questioning as an assessment for learning strategy while also making links to Vygotsky’s theory of social constructivism.

During the lesson where the incident took place the class teacher used questioning and asked for hands up to give an answer as an assessment for learning strategy. Assessment for learning is a core part of teaching and learning which creates feedback that highlights what students have done well as well as address any misconceptions or misunderstandings. Collectively, this feedback can be used to improve students’ overall performance. It is argued that effective teaching and learning cannot take place without assessment for learning, Brown (2015) states that assessment for learning is the most important thing that teachers can do to facilitate learning in the classroom. Therefore, it is important that teacher’s plan tasks and activities which assess student’s knowledge on a topic so they can address misconceptions and give appropriate feedback (Bakula, 2010). 

Formative assessment, also known as assessment for learning, can take place during learning and is an active part of the learning process. The aim of formative assessment is to monitor student’s learning progress and provide them with feedback which can be used to help them improve. Assessment for learning can also help teachers improve their own teaching methods by identifying their strengths, recognising weaknesses and immediately addressing these areas. The use of formative assessment is also part of the new Curriculum for Wales as a central aspect of the 12 pedagogical principles, good teaching is described as employing assessment for learning principles in the classroom (Donaldson, 2015). This highlights the significance of assessment for learning in Wales and it is also supported by Natriello (1987) and Nyguist (2003) who both found substantial and consistent effects on students learning after the implantation of assessment for learning approaches in their lessons. 

Questioning is one of the main assessment for learning approaches used in the classroom. Black et al (2003) states that questions should cause students to think and provide data that informs teaching. A study by Rowe (1974) shows that the average wait time that teachers leave students to answer a question is 0.9 seconds. As a result, most students couldn’t contribute an answer as they didn’t have enough time to think and form an answer. The study also showed that teachers often compromised by asking simple, closed questions where students could recall information rather than think about an answer. Bloom (1956) describes these types of questions as low-level-questions, instead teachers should ask higher order questions which encourage the students to think and improve student performance (Burton et al, 1986). Rowe (1974) concluded that increasing wait time can lead to an increased length of students answers and more students engaging in the discussion. Despite the relevance and significance of these studies in supporting my critical incident the evidence is up to date therefore more recent studies would be more beneficial to support this argument.  

During the incident the teacher asked for pupils to put their hands up to contribute an answer. This has been critiqued by Wiliam (2014) as it makes participation voluntary. Wiliam argues that this variation of questioning could be amended by choosing students at random or using think, pair, share. Think, pair, share consists of pupils thinking on their own then sharing their ideas with a partner then sharing to the class. This is a form of social constructivism where a student’s knowledge develops as a result of a social and collaborative interaction with their peers and teacher. This was developed by Vygotsky and encourages students to reach the zone of proximal development. The zone of proximal development is described by Vygotsky as the space between what a learner can achieve on their own and what they can achieve when collaborating with an adult or their peers. In the context of assessment for learning, questioning can play a crucial role in facilitating this social interaction and knowledge building. Despite evidence to show that questioning is an effective approach to assessment for learning it is crucial that teachers ask open ended questions that allow students to display their thinking and increase wait time to allow more students to be involved in the discussion. Another key aspect to effective questioning is building students confidence to allow them to feel comfortable to contribute which links to the four purposes as it encourages young people to become confident individuals (Donaldson, 2015).

Questioning can also allow teachers to give verbal feedback, Black and Wiliam (1998) state that feedback is crucial to successful learning in the classroom. Further evidence by Hattie (1999) and Wiliam (2007) indicates that providing feedback to students is the most effective form of educational intervention. During the incident the class teacher was giving oral feedback to the class and Swaffield (2008) states oral feedback has a far greater potential to influence student learning that written feedback.

Overall, assessment for learning is used in the classroom to develop students learning and understanding of certain topics. Black et al (2003) supports the view that this can be done with effective questioning by using open, higher order questions and increasing wait time to allow for increased participation and give students the opportunity to show their thinking process. Vygotsky’s theory of social constructivism also highlights the importance of questioning as an assessment for learning strategy as it supports the collaborative and social nature of learning and promotes the development of knowledge and cognitive skills.

This section has outlined the relevance and significance of the critical incident in relation to wider literature on assessment for learning strategies and Vygotsky’s social constructivism theory. The next section will discuss what teaching methods and strategies I would adopt in the classroom since witnessing the critical incident.

Teaching and Learning Methods

As discussed earlier, assessment for learning was utilised when the critical incident took place as the class teacher was questioning the class and asking for hands up to volunteer an answer to assess their knowledge and understanding of the different types of weather in Welsh. Hand’s up can be an effective assessment for learning technique as it allows the teacher to ask the whole class a question and ask them to put their hands up to volunteer an answer. It is important to acknowledge that when a student puts their hand up to volunteer an answer that their answer doesn’t represent the whole class’s thinking. 

During the incident Child A was observed putting their hand up to provide an answer for every question asked before being asked by the class teacher to keep their hand down so they could check the understanding of the other pupils in the class. This supports the view that hands up encourages all the able, keen and confident children in the class to put their hands up and can therefore give unreliable information about the whole class’s understanding as they are the individuals most likely to know the answers. As a result, it is important to check the understanding of the whole class not just certain individuals.

One way to check whole class understanding is the ‘no hands up’ strategy. This is where the teacher calls upon anyone in the class to answer a question. This strategy can be used to raise the concentration levels of the class if the children acknowledge that anyone can be asked to answer a question at any time. This strategy allows to teacher to ask anyone in the class for an answer to check their understanding and not just chose those who are confident to put their hands up and answer. However, Clarke (2005) argues that the questions asked when there is a no hands up policy should be open-ended so the children cannot answer with ‘I don’t know’. Another variation of this method which I have witnessed in schools is random sticks where all pupils’ names are written on a stick and put in a pot, the teacher picks out a stick and whoever’s name is on the stick has to give answer. Similarly name wheels are often used in classrooms this is where all pupils’ names are entered into a website and put on a spinning wheel, the spinning wheel stops on a name and that person is chosen to provide an answer. There are benefits to this method as it can improve concentration levels in pupils and is a useful way to check understanding of pupils. Wiliam (2014) states that this method allows teachers to encourage all students to pay attention to the discussion, so they’ll be prepared if called on. However, it is important that the teacher has created a safe environment where the pupils feel comfortable to answer and also have other ways of phrasing the question if the child picked needs additional support. Considering the evidence this is a method I would adopt in my future practice over hands up as it can be effective in assessing pupils’ knowledge. However, I would ensure I create a safe and secure classroom environment where all pupils are happy to give an answer without worrying about getting it wrong.

Another way to check whole class understanding of a topic is the use of whiteboards. Whiteboards are a useful tool that allow all pupils the opportunity to give a response to a question as well as giving them sufficient time to think before giving their answer. Wiliam (2014) supports the use of whiteboards to give an all-student response as it allows the teacher to quickly scan the pupils’ responses and make an immediate decision about what to do next. Vickery (2013) also supports the use of whiteboards as an assessment for learning strategy in the classroom as it can limit the stress that some children feel when answering a question. However, Wiliam (2014) does recognise the difficulty in scanning and making sense of 30 responses, so he suggests the teacher asks multiple choice questions to make scanning easier as the variety of pupils’ responses is more manageable. Although it is not always possible to fully assess every child’s answer it can give the teacher an overview of the whole class’s understanding without having to pick pupils for an answer. This is another assessment for learning approach I will use in my future practice as it is less stressful and embarrassing for some pupils who are less confident to answer a question in front of the whole class and it allows the teacher to scan the whole class’s response and immediately take action on their answers. 

While there are positives to using hands up as an assessment for learning strategy, since observing the incident and doing further research into other formative assessment methods in my future practice I will be adopting the no hands up approach and the use of whiteboards in my classroom. I have chosen to adopt these methods as research by Wiliam (2014) has shown they are effective assessment for learning strategies to use in the classroom that are engaging for the pupils. The next section will provide further reflection on the incident using Gibbs Reflective Cycle (1988) and how the incident has impact on my pedagogical choices going forward. 

Discussion

By identifying and reflecting on classroom-based incident that I witnessed this has enabled me to critically analyse the incident in a wider context as shown in the literature review section. To allow me to further reflect on the incident I will use Gibbs Reflective Cycle (1988) which is beneficial as it enables me to structure my reflection as well as consider my next teaching steps. This reflective cycle builds on the foundation of Dewey’s (1933) work as it supports reflective learning based on an experience (Gibbs, 1988 cited in Markkanen et al, 2020). Gibb’s Reflective Cycle (1988) is made up of six stages, the first stage is the description of the experience, next is further evaluation and analysis while also considering how the educator felt during the experience (Mathew et al, 2017). All of the steps lead to the educator creating an ‘action plan’ if the situation was to reoccur in future practice (Gibbs, 1988 cited in Markkanen et al, 2020). 

By considering the critical incident observed through the lens of Gibbs Reflective Cycle (1988), a detailed description of the incident has been discussed earlier and is also evident within Appendix A. Concisely, the incident was observed after the morning register during the introduction of the first lesson where the teacher was having a recap with the class on what they had learnt the previous day to assess what they remembered. During this session Child A had their hand up to answer every question and was picked to give an answer to the class multiple times. The teacher praised Child A then asked them to not put their hand up for the next question so they could assess the understanding of the rest of the class. I noticed Child A became immediately disengaged as they turned away from the PowerPoint, started playing with their hair and then turned to the person next to them and started talking to them. As the observer I could understand why the teacher used hands up to answer as an assessment for learning strategy as there benefits to the strategy which have been discussed earlier in the essay. In evaluating the incident in relation to the New Curriculum as it took place during a Welsh languages, literacy and communication lesson which contributes to the Four Purposes within the New Curriculum for Wales (2015). If the incident was to happen again, to keep the more able pupils engaged I would utilise the use of higher order questions which allows pupils to show their thinking and improve overall performance (Bloom, 1956). In addition, I would also use no hands up or whiteboards as an alternative to hands up as an assessment for learning strategy to keep the whole class engaged in the lesson.

Conclusion

The purpose of this assignment was to engage with the concept of reflective practice. Through observation during work placement in a primary school an incident was recorded and used for further critical reflection using Tripp’s (2011) methodology. Reflection took place using Gibbs Reflective Cycle (1988) which allowed me to structure my reflection and also consider how the incident will impact on my future practice. The importance of teaching practitioners engaging in reflective practice is highlighted in the new Curriculum for Wales and also forms part of the Teaching Standards used for Initial Teacher Education (ITE) in Wales. Through engaging with literature relating to assessment for learning, in particular effective questioning techniques, this allowed me to put the incident into context and consider the numerous arguments surrounding hands up as an assessment for learning strategy. Considering the literature and the stages of reflection this allowed me to outline my next teaching steps relating to the critical incident. To conclude, hand’s up can be an effective assessment for learning technique which will be beneficial for me in my future practice however I will also utilise the use of whiteboards and no hands up to enable me to see the understanding of the whole class.
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Appendices

Appendix A

	Date and time, year group: Wednesday 25th October in a Reception Class at approximately 9.30am


	Where and When: Context of the observation – subject/AOLE, general classroom context
Recap of the different types of weather in Welsh, all children were sitting on the carpet with the teacher. Post registration, at the start of the first lesson of the day. (Languages, Literacy and Communication)

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

All pupils were sat on the carpet as the class teacher finished taking the morning register and counting with the class how many pupils that day are having school dinners and sandwiches. The class teacher then went into the usual morning routine of selecting the Helpwr Heddiw’s and asking them to put the day of the week and the date on the board. The teacher then asked the class what the weather’s like today which led to a class discussion about the weather. Following on from this the class teacher went straight into the introduction of the planned lesson with all the children still sat on the carpet. The day before the children had started to learn the different types of weather in Welsh e.g heulog (sunny), gymalog (cloudy) etc. As part of the introduction the class teacher began to recap the different types of weather in Welsh that the children had learnt the day before. To do this the teacher displayed a PowerPoint on the interactive whiteboard that had a picture of different weathers on each slide, the teacher then asked children who knew what that weather is in Welsh to put their hands up and the teacher chose someone with their hand up to give an answer to the class. During this activity I noticed one pupil (Child A) had their hand up to answer every question, they were chosen to give an answer by the teacher multiple times. The class teacher praised Child A for knowing the answers and then asked Child A to not put their hand up to give another answer so they could check the understanding of the rest of the class. As a result, Child A quickly became disengaged in the activity as they were no longer facing the whiteboard and began playing with their hair. Then Child A turned to the person next to them and began to have a conversation while the teacher was continuing to question the rest of the class. This incident is significant because when Child A was asked to not put their hand up to give another answer, they immediately became disengaged in the lesson as they knew they would not be giving an answer.


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

· The use of hands up to answer as an effective assessment for learning method.
· Ways to check understanding of the whole class while still keeping those more able pupils engaged.
· 

	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 environment was calm with little or no distractions.





