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Introduction 
In teaching, there is often not one right answer when making a judgement (Tripp, 2011). Teachers are constantly questioning and evaluating their decisions and pedagogy in the classroom to ensure all pupils have access to the highest standard of education. Professional judgement must be applied, employing “experience, flexibility, informed opinion and constant self-monitoring”, therefore it is imperative that practitioners consistently assess this skill (Tripp, 2011, p.i). Tripp (2011, p.12) states “reflecting on what we do is essential to the development of professional judgement”; we must critically analyse situations and critical incidents help to do this. Incidents occur in a classroom everyday but they are made critical when significance is attached and it allows further exploration into an area. A critical incident can be either positive or negative, the importance lies in how it is interpreted and the possible suggestions that arise (Tripp, 2011). This essay will focus on one critical incident that was observed in a primary school classroom which led to research that considers self-assessment and engagement with learning tasks. These areas will be discussed using relevant literature. I will reflect on this discussion and it will help to inform my future teaching practice.
The Role of Critical Reflection
Discussions surrounding the role of teaching have previously suggested it is either a craft or a profession. The former believes “it is best learnt as an apprentice” in which a practitioner watches and is observed by an experienced member of the field (Gove, 2010 as cited in Orchard and Winch, 2015, p.12). The latter says theory and research is more important when making decisions as “a more reliable basis for judgement” is formed (Orchard and Winch, 2015, p.14). Perhaps it can be argued that neither view on its own encompasses teaching as a whole. The idea it is a craft simplifies the role suggesting everything can be learnt from observation, and whilst direct experience is important, teaching needs more. The role of teaching as a profession has developed in recent years and research has changed the way in which institutions train teachers (Furlong, 2015). Drawing on international evidence, ‘Teaching Tomorrows Teachers’ suggested links between experience in a classroom and knowledge of theory is the key for high quality teacher education (Furlong, 2015, p.17). Engaging with educational research means teachers can consider the findings and implications of which they can apply in their classrooms. Furthermore, the way teachers teach is a developing field which has recently undergone a transformation with the introduction of the Curriculum for Wales framework. The new proposals mean teachers decide what content is appropriate according to their learners’ needs, therefore teaching has become “much more than the implementation of a pre-determined repertoire of methods” (Donaldson, 2015 as cited in Furlong, 2015, p.7). This highlights the shift in focus from teaching as a craft to understanding it is a profession in which theory aids pedagogical understanding. Alongside implementing research in the classroom, ‘professional’ teachers engage in critical reflection of their practice to question not only what happens but why, and gain insight from the assumptions made (Winch et al, 2013). Reflective thinking enables practitioners to grow and learn from their experiences. This encourages improvement in practice which can have a range of benefits but most importantly impacts the children. When reflecting correctly, teachers can “act deliberately and intentionally rather than randomly and reactively” (Shandomo, 2010, p.103). Critical reflection allows identification of the most effective next steps and aids in avoiding continual mistakes or bad judgement. It has been suggested that critical reflection is a “precursor to transformative learning” which can inform understanding and the choices a person makes (Mezirow, 1990, p.18). Applying this to the role of a teacher, conclusions can be made from critically reflecting on a lesson or situation in school that enables professional growth and ensures the pedagogy of the classroom is effective.
Observation School & Class context
As stated in BERA guidelines “the confidential and anonymous treatment of participants’ data is considered the norm for the conduct of research”, therefore identifying information regarding the school, staff, and pupils will be protected (BERA, 2018, p.21).
The observation took place in School X situated in the Rhondda Cynon Taf local authority (Estyn, 2014). It is a mixed-gendered English medium primary school with approximately 430 pupils between the ages of three and eleven. The school is organised into 14 classes which are split across three buildings according to the foundation phase and key stage 2. From year 3 to year 6 there are two classes per year group. The school has identified 26% of pupils as having additional learning needs, no pupils have special educational needs and there is a small amount looked after by the local authority (Estyn, 2014). Attendance reports have consistently been above the Welsh national average, placing the school in the top 25% compared to similar schools. The school has been praised for strong relationships between pupils and staff which has a positive effect on learning and well-being, and most learners are making good progress (Estyn, 2014).
The observation technique used was an important decision and I chose to make written notes as things happened in the classroom. I had an open mind as to what I may discuss, therefore I was not focusing on a particular area whilst in school, instead I tried to be observant of every situation. I wanted to be a discrete observer which meant making quick notes when I saw something interesting and I referred back to these when compiling my thoughts, allowing me to expand on them (Appendix 1, 2, 3). Physically writing notes has been found to have beneficial effects on memory retrieval as we are more likely to remember content better compared to typing or drawing (van de Meer et al., 2020). By handwriting my notes, I was able to recall the details of events, allowing me to critically reflect once the observation had finished. In addition, this technique allowed me to be discrete as I could quickly write without drawing attention. This was beneficial because I was eager to observe teachers and pupils in their natural environment and I did not want my presence to affect anyone or disrupt the day-to-day running of the class. The knowledge of a new person being in the classroom had the potential to alter behaviour however there were no distractions and I felt this method of observation was the most positive.
Critical incident linked to Donaldson’s four purposes 
The critical incident was observed in a year 6 class with approximately 22 pupils. The children had just come back from break time but were settled in the classroom and ready to start their lesson. I had been asked to help with a task in the hall but I was aware their next lesson was mathematics and numeracy, focusing on multiplication and division. The teacher briefly covered the skills needed for the work that was going to be set as they were extending on a previous lesson. I returned to the class whilst the children were working and I found that some children understood and were completing their work and others were disengaged and off-task. I observed two children talking and messing with rulers so I asked them why they were not doing the work and one said “I don’t know how to do it”. There was one teaching assistant in the class who was working 1:1 with a pupil and the class teacher was not in the room, therefore the children were not being encouraged to stay on-task. At the end of the lesson, the teacher asked the children to traffic light their work according to their understanding and give a reason for the colour; green: I understand fully, orange: I think I need a little support, and red: I don’t understand I need more help. I understood this to be a form of assessment for learning known as self-assessment in which children reflect on their understanding of the topic. This is an approach the whole school has adopted as part of their assessments of lessons. From speaking to the teacher, I learnt that the children’s work will be marked while checking the self-assessment allowing them to examine who will need extra support with this work. 
School X has been implementing the Curriculum for Wales framework and it appeared that in their lessons the four purposes are at the forefront of planning. Professor Graham Donaldson (2015) stated in the Successful Futures Review that the purposes should underpin teaching and be accessible to all learners. This critical incident can relate to the four purposes and I believe some children were more able to reach these than others. Firstly, the pupils were encouraged to self-assess their understanding of the lesson and I observed all of them completing this task. The teacher gave them time to reflect on their learning which allows metacognitive skills to develop, helping them decide what needs to be done to improve (Welsh Government, 2020). In doing so, they can become ambitious, capable learners who are ready to learn throughout their lives. Part of this is setting high standards for yourself and I found the pupils really thought about how they marked themselves, it was clear they wanted to do well. Additionally, the children had the opportunity to achieve this purpose by working on personal effectiveness, a skill integral to the curriculum framework (Welsh Government, 2020). This states that learners must evaluate their learning, which they did through self-assessment, and identify areas for development which occurred in their reason for the colour. On the other hand, in this incident some pupils had different experiences of learning as a result of being off-task, therefore may not meet the same outcomes. Another aspect of ambitious, capable learners is the ability to apply mathematical concepts and those who had a good understanding are more likely to apply that work to future learning. Furthermore, I believe those children were working towards becoming enterprising, creative contributors. Mathematic activities open this opportunity as learners are encouraged to be flexible when working on a problem (Welsh Government, 2020). If they mastered the multiplication and division skills in the lesson, they are able to apply those to cross-curricular knowledge. However, the children who were off task would not be able to do this independently, therefore not yet achieving those purposes.
Literature Review
The observed critical incident inspired further research into the use of assessment for learning, particularly self-assessment, and increasing task engagement in the classroom.
Assessment for learning (AFL), also referred to as formative assessment, can inform teachers what needs to be done to support their learners. The practice involves finding where the pupil is in their learning, identifying the next step and deciding how best to get them there. AFL differs from a summative assessment in which the pupil’s knowledge is tested and instead the teacher uses the results to understand the needs of pupils (Black and Wiliam, 1998). It is a constant process that teachers have to undertake daily in the classroom and when implemented effectively can have wide benefits. In their book ‘Inside the Black Box’, Black and Wiliam (1998) suggest it can improve achievement for all learners but particularly those who do not usually perform well. Additionally, AFL requires feedback and encouragement from the teacher which enables pupils to take more responsibility for learning. According to Black and Wiliam (1998), there are four elements of AFL and this discussion will focus on the area of self-assessment. This can be defined as “students judge their own work to improve performance” and the goal is to “identify discrepancies between current and desired performance” (McMillan and Hearn, 2008, p.40). When embedded effectively, it also provides an opportunity to identify potential gaps in their knowledge and consider what strategies can be used to fill these. The potential for learner development is limited when assessments rely on the teacher having the power, therefore pupils should have more of a voice in this process (Spiller, 2012, p.2). Research has aimed to focus on an apparent gap in the literature surrounding consultation with pupils about their learning (Lee and Gavine, 2003). This study focused on two experimental groups and asked pupils a series of questions following their lessons, including rating themselves on a 10-point scale and their next step for learning. To ensure understanding, teachers helped to complete these forms which were anonymised allowing more honesty. Lee and Gavine (2003, p.58) concluded that discussion with pupils can be “valuable” for creating an effective learning environment and it provided an opportunity for pupils to share what they believed helped with learning. Additionally, pupils made progress in their learning during participation however the researchers noted comparison groups began achieving the same results shortly after (Lee and Gavine, 2003, p.57). This indicates the self-assessment process would have to be adopted permanently for it to have long term effects in the classroom. Further research has found an improvement in academic performance following the use of self-assessment (Sharma et al., 2016; Andrade and Du, 2007). These studies focused on students in higher education however the findings can have implications for practitioners in a primary school setting. Sharma et al (2016, p.227) stated that students reported an increase in knowledge and were more interested in the subject, something they attributed to completing self-assessments. Perhaps a reason for this is wanting to do well, therefore revisiting the learning and developing a deeper understanding. Self-assessment can also contribute to a higher grade, according to the fourteen students Andrade and Du (2007, p.172) worked with, however the researchers acknowledge the small sample size limits making “concrete recommendations”. Despite the small number of participants, the study can be transferable as it makes the important suggestion of the need to share criteria with pupils who are expected to self-assess. Sharing criteria with learners is another element of assessment for learning and this view is reflected in a number of works (Andrade and Du, 2007; Hanrahan and Issacs, 2001, Black and Wiliam, 1998). Researchers agree pupils will be able to effectively self-assess only when they have a clear understanding of the teacher’s expectations, otherwise they cannot evaluate their work in the same way the teacher does. This is a potential downfall of self-assessment in education as the teacher needs to ensure all pupils are aware of the criteria to allow an effective reflection. In addition, Sharma et al (2016, p.229) states participants suggested the process was time-consuming which can take time away from essential learning. The indication is that more research needs to be conducted to find a more time efficient method of implementing self-assessment. Furthermore, the way in which self-assessments are used may affect the pupils’ approach to their work. It has been suggested that if the assessment is a contribution to a final grade, attention will be focused only on this and will distract from the quality of work and compromise honesty in feedback (Andrade and Du, 2006, p.172). Instead, self-assessment should be seen as a chance to consistently improve which in turn may lead to higher success.

Off-task behaviour can be defined as “students’ disengagement from the learning environment that leads to unrelated behaviour” (Saripah and Widiastuti, 2019, p. 175). Essentially, if a pupil is given work to complete in the classroom environment but they instead participate in irrelevant activities, they are no longer engaged in the learning. This type of behaviour can manifest in different ways, usually as off-task conversation, off-task solitary behaviour or inactivity (Baker, 2007 as cited in Saripah and Widiastuti, 2019, p.176). Disengagement from the learning activity not only effects the pupil themselves but can impact those around them and cause wider disruptions. It has been suggested a large amount of teaching time is lost due to the teacher having to manage off-task behaviour (Baker, 2007 as cited in Saripah and Widiastuti, 2019, p.175). Essential learning is taken away from all pupils if a lesson has to be stopped to address behaviour. This could even effect future lessons and impact further learning if content has to be repeated. There are many factors that must be considered when trying to engage pupils and encourage them to stay on-task. This discussion cannot cover every aspect but it highlights three potential areas of interest. Reasons for being off-task vary but Saripah and Widiastuti (2019, p.182) found third-grade students exhibited this behaviour when they felt bored in lessons, the work was too easy or too difficult, or the classroom was not considered a friendly environment. Focusing on the latter issue, teacher-student relationships can impact pupils’ opinions on the classroom environment, therefore contributing to the level of engagement. A meta-analytic review was conducted involving 99 studies that researched the influence of positive and negative relationships on engagement and academic achievement (Roorda et al, 2011). The review includes research conducted from 1990 to 2011 and uses information from students just starting in primary education and those in secondary education, allowing more accurate conclusions and in-depth discussions. Significant results appeared around student engagement with both positive and negative relationships, implying these are more associated with behaviour outcomes as opposed to achievement directly. The authors suggest a correlation with achievement is actually due to higher engagement as when students receive positive feedback it increases their intrinsic motivation. The review states positive teacher-student relationships had a positive impact on engagement whilst negative associations were found with negative relationships, highlighting the message that good relationships are vital (Roorda et al., 2011, p 515). “Frequent negative interactions” should be avoided to ensure a positive relationship between teacher and pupil (Nagro, Fraser and Hooks, 2019, p.131). These negative interactions are more likely to occur with students who are disengaged and lesson planning may be one option to promote engagement. Nagro, Fraser and Hooks (2019, p.138) considered relevant literature and proposed four planning strategies to engage students and avoid negative behaviours: “whole-group systematic implementation of student responses; embedding movement into instruction; incorporating visual supports; and including opportunities for student choice”. A benefit of this research is that practitioners are able to choose the strategy most appropriate and explore what methods are effective in their classroom. This is beneficial when the needs of pupils are ever-changing and it helps to avoid developing negative relationships. Whilst teacher-student relationships must be considered and the research highlights the importance of fostering positive relationships, there are many other factors that need to be addressed to fully engage pupils. The seating arrangements in a classroom may be a factor when focusing on task engagement. Previous research has found a correlation between seating and on-task behaviour however this may have been due to the novelty of the situation as it was a new experience for students (Hastings and Schwieso, 1995 as cited in Wannarka and Ruhl, 2008). Aiming to avoid this bias, Hastings and Schwieso (1995 as cited in Wannarka and Ruhl, 2008) implemented an ABA design in two primary school classrooms; one class sat in rows then groups then rows while the other did the opposite. Both sets of students were found to have spent more time on-task when they were seated in rows (Hastings & Schwieso, 1995 as cited in Wannarka & Ruhl, 2008, p.91). This cements the idea that seating arrangements can affect the behaviour of pupils without the question of any bias in the research. It also goes further to suggest the most effective positioning may be in rows, a notion that has been supported (Pooley, 1993; Sharma 1992 both as cited in Wheldall and Bradd, 2013). It should, however, be argued that this research does not consider seating arrangements other than rows or in groups and does not state what group seating looks like. Further research may be needed to assess the effectiveness of different table layouts, for example the horseshoe style. Despite the need for additional research, it is clear seating arrangements can have an impact and it is something schools should consider, particularly if there is an issue with off-task behaviour.
Reflection/Evaluation & Next Steps
The role of reflection is a vital part of the teaching profession and it is imperative that practitioners are able to examine and assess their own practice. There are several models of reflection that can be utilised but perhaps the most appropriate for teaching is Schön’s reflection in action and reflection on action and Brookfield’s Lenses (Schön, 1991; Brookfield, 1998). Schön requires the teacher to reflect and react during the event and take action immediately whilst also later reflecting on what could have been done differently once a new perspective has been formed. In teaching, this allows practitioners to handle incidents in the classroom, drawing on previous knowledge, and additionally processing the event afterwards. Alternatively, Brookfield (1998) proposes four lenses that engage teachers in critical reflection in which they look at a situation as themselves, the pupil, their colleagues and through theoretical literature. This model takes a holistic approach as it considers a wide range of outlooks that help to understand and gain insight. I will continue to reflect on my practice and these models will allow me to take learning to new experiences. 

Engaging with the literature has deepened my understanding and helped to identify my next steps in my teaching practice. Firstly, I will focus on the area of self-assessment. The literature supports the idea that self-assessment can contribute to academic success therefore it is an appropriate strategy to take forward into the classroom (Lee and Gavine, 2003; Sharma et al., 2016; Andrade and Du, 2007). In the critical incident, pupils completed a traffic light assessment of their understanding which incorporated their voice in the assessment process and informed the teacher of pupils who may not be confident. It is worth noting the literature does not focus specifically on traffic lights but it does cover a range of self-assessment techniques that as a collective can inform my conclusions. Research in this area has outlined the importance of involving pupils as it allows more discussion around what is beneficial for them (Spiller, 2012; Lee and Gavine, 2003). It can provide an opportunity for pupils to share their opinion which I would continually consider when developing my practice. I will incorporate self-assessment in my classroom however I believe the traffic light system is not the most effective and I will consider further research to identify a method I can use in my practice. Despite not knowing the method I will use; I am confident how it will be implemented based on the knowledge I have gained. It will be embedded in my classroom permanently and incorporated into lessons daily to ensure pupils are confidently and accurately assessing themselves and it is effective (Lee and Gavine, 2003). Furthermore, the literature tends to agree on the importance of pupils understanding what is expected when asking them to assess. Therefore, I will make my criteria for each lesson explicitly clear, enabling my pupils to decide if they have met the standards I set or if there are discrepancies we need to address. Moving on to engagement in the classroom, off-task behaviour is an issue I am likely to encounter in my teaching and it is important I have strategies to manage if this happens. Relationships between teacher and pupil are highly important and the benefits of this being positive are clear in many aspects of the school environment. I will always strive to foster good relationships with my pupils which in turn can be beneficial in regards to engagement and avoiding off-task behaviour (Roorda et al., 2011; Nagro, Fraser and Hooks, 2019). The critical incident observed children off-task as a result of not understanding the work that had been given and after reading the surrounding literature, perhaps strategies implemented in lesson planning would have avoided this situation. Based on the research, I will employ these strategies in my future practice (Nagro, Fraser and Hooks, 2019). Lastly, I will consider seating arrangements in my classroom to ensure pupils are in the most effective formation for their learning. Despite the literature promoting a certain layout, I believe further research is needed to allow myself to make an informed conclusion. In both areas of interest, it is clear the literature has impacted my next steps for teaching and I will refer back to what I have found as I develop my practice. Additionally, I will consistently engage with updated research to ensure my teaching is the most effective for the needs of my pupils, which will contribute to my personal and professional development.
Conclusion
In this essay I have outlined the observed critical incident which inspired a literature review focusing on the use of self-assessment and increasing on-task behaviour in the classroom. I have engaged with and critically evaluated the research to create a new and informed perspective that I will take forward with me into my teaching practice. Based on the research, I will carry strategies from both areas forward into my teaching however I believe more research is needed to make concrete recommendations. I have highlighted the importance of reflection in teaching and I am developing my role as a reflective practitioner to ensure I am creating the best environment for my pupils. I will engage in further reading and consistently extend my knowledge to refine my practice, not only surrounding assessment and engagement but a wide range of topics in teaching. In doing so, I will work towards the Professional Standards of Teaching and Leadership, namely professional learning which enables pedagogy in the classroom to be taken deeper and gives pupils the most effective experiences.
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