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Introduction 
This assignment seeks to provide a critical evaluation and identification of my next teaching and learning steps, following an observed critical incident during a period of classroom observation at an unnamed Primary School in September 2022.   
On first reading, a ‘critical incident’ may conjure images of momentous or catastrophic events that have a profound effect on an individual or group. However, in the context of teaching practice, they can be far more mundane. Tripp (2012) states “a critical incident is an interpretation of the significance of an event. To take something as a critical incident is a value judgement we make, and the basis of that judgement is the significance we attach to the meaning of the incident.” (p. 8). He goes on to consider emotion as something that might help punctuate an event in the mind of a teacher to then make it a critical incident. Often critical incidents are recorded because they made us feel good, bad, frustrated, and so on. 
Building on the significance of an event informing whether it be a critical incident or not, Richards & Farrel (2010) suggest that “a critical incident is an unplanned and unanticipated event that occurs during a lesson and that serves to trigger insights about some aspect of teaching and learning” (p. 13). An event becomes a critical incident when it is examined in sufficient detail to render insight that supports the professional and personal development of the teacher involved. Critical incidents are touch points that enable the continual process of critical reflection, something which is explored in the next section of this assignment.















The role of Critical Reflection 
Over the last three decades technological advancement has created a rapidly changing world that offers the vast majority of us, unlimited access to information. Such rapid societal change has caused policy makers across the world to consider how and what we teach our children, but also and more pertinently for this section of the assignment, how to prepare trainee teachers to teach in the 21st century. 
In Wales, attainment in our schools has not performed well in comparative tests with other nations across the World. There has been a general consensus that the quality of teaching and teachers must improve, if we are to optimise the opportunities and outcomes for children leaving our education system. Furlong (2015) also highlights the need to enhance the skillset of teachers from simply teaching a specific subject or topic, to expertly teaching students to ‘learn how to learn’. These ambitions were underlined by the Welsh Government (2018) through the introduction of professional standards for teaching and leadership. Properly applying a regular process of critical reflection is paramount for all teaching professionals in Wales who wish to meet the standard for professional learning (Welsh Government 2018). Not only will it inform professional learning and pedagogical development over time, but the documentation of critical incident reflection provides evidence of professional learning to interested stakeholders, such as parents, colleagues and policy makers. Becoming familiar with the art of reflecting critically will also support student teachers in imparting such higher thinking skills to their students. 
Widely regarded as the forefather of critical reflection in education, Dewey (1933) identifies critical reflection as the most important quality that a teacher should possess, defining it as “an active, persistent and careful consideration of any belief or supposed form of knowledge in light of grounds supporting it and future conclusions to which it tends” (p. 6). He suggests three attributes an individual needs in order to effectively reflect: open-mindedness, responsibility and wholeheartedness. Critical incidents can be the catalyst to question our existing beliefs or knowledge and then lead us to reflect in a critical way. For the purpose of this assignment and all future reflections, I’ll endeavour to embody the three attributes detailed above.   
As a trainee teacher I constantly feel that I am learning more than teaching and that is perhaps out of balance with my preconceptions. Hansen (2017) presents The Teaching/Learning Continuum which visualises the notion that as a trainee teacher, I will be learning and teaching to some extent at any given time. She goes on to suggest that teaching and learning have a symbiotic relationship and that critical reflection must operate within their dynamic. This reinforces the notion of professional artistry put forward by Schön (1983). When you teach, you are continually reflecting on the actions you take and those of the children in your classroom, he describes this as reflection in action. The act of a teacher then purposefully recounting an incident after the event with the purpose of improving their knowledge and experience is described as reflection on action.  
There are a range of reflection models available to support my developing teaching practice, some of which will be discussed later in this assignment.
School and Class context
Following BERA 2018 Guidelines “the confidential and anonymous treatment of participants’ data is considered the norm for the conduct of research”, and therefore the school, staff and the pupils observed will remain anonymous throughout. 
The observation took place on Monday 26th September 2022 at a Primary School in Rhondda Cynon Taf local authority. The school has 300 pupils, including 39 who attend the nursery on a part-time basis. The school has 10 classes, including 5 mixed-age classes and a nursery class.
The rolling average of pupils eligible for free school meals over the last three years is 5%. This is well below the national average of 18% (Estyn, 2018). The school identifies 13% of pupils as having additional learning needs. This is below the national average of 21% (Estyn 2018). A very few pupils have statements of special educational needs. No pupils come from Welsh speaking homes and a very few pupils have English as an additional language.
The lesson observed was a Year 6 persuasive writing task which aligned to the Languages, Literacy and Communication Area of Learning and Experience (Welsh Government 2020). As the lesson progressed, the task was also preparing the students to write their own personal manifesto speeches for roles in the school Senedd, which also draws in the Humanities Area of Learning and Experience (Welsh Government 2020). 35 children were sat in tables of 5/6. The teacher’s desk and boards were located at the front of the classroom and all children were sat side or front on to them.














Critical Incident linked to Donaldson’s Four Purposes
The critical incident became apparent right at the end of my observation, when I realised that the lesson in its entirety had been punctuated by the four main strategies that encompass Assessment for Learning, first explored by Black & Wiliam (1998a). Those four main strategies are: setting learning objectives and sharing them with learners; eliciting evidence of learning through classroom talk and questioning; providing appropriate feedback that moves learning forward; and activating students as learning resources of each other and themselves. 
The lesson began with a recap by the class teacher on their learning from Friday afternoon where an initial piece of persuasive writing had been shared, discussed, modelled and success criteria stuck in their literacy books for reference. The recap included lots of discussion in small groups (talk to your shoulder or face partner on your table), class wide discussion with hands up, the class teacher selecting pupils to answer, and group feedback from tables to the class teacher. The class then proceeded to write their persuasive letters. 
When all letters were completed, pupils were asked to swap books with others on their table and using the success criteria previously shared, mark where those components featured and provide a rating based on the school’s differentiation categories (named Our learning journey) which are taxiing (lower attainment), taking off (middle attainment) and flying high (higher attainment). Our learning journey is a consistent tool used for differentiation from Reception to Year 6 and features as a wall display in every classroom too. 
The lesson was then extended by watching video clips of three different people delivering persuasive speeches to an audience. The videos were discussed, good and bad criteria for public speaking were identified and the class were signposted to the next task which was going to be them writing their speeches for their desired role within the school Senedd. 
The visible enjoyment of pupils through the lesson and the good quality of work shared before it’s close made it feel for me, like an exemplar in how to deliver assessment for learning. The use of assessment for learning strategies in the classroom therefore formed my critical incident and a desire to further explore this topic through a literature review and critical analysis.  
Following the premise that teaching and learning must be interactive asserted by Black & Wiliam (1998a), and that teachers must understand the progress of learners and adapt their teaching to best support them; this critical incident can be linked to the core purpose set out by Donaldson (2015) that creates ambitious, capable learners who are building up a body of knowledge and have the skills to connect and apply that knowledge in different contexts and are ready to learn throughout their lives. Assessment for learning supports this through developing students’ ability to ‘learn how to learn’, skills that are essential in a fast-paced digital world where knowledge can shift quickly.

Literature Review 
The use of assessment to support and shape student learning is not a new concept. Bloom (1969) explores formative evaluation as a means of providing feedback and correction to students at each stage of learning. This is in contrast to summative evaluation in the form of more formal and punctuated assessments (typically examinations or testing) that provide an evaluation on what a student has learned at the end of a topic or course of study. Such summative assessments are typically described as assessment of learning and have been the main focus of educational programmes and curriculum right up to the present day. Affirming this is Stiggins (2002) who states that assessment of learning has historically been used prolifically in schools, whilst assessment of learning has been seen as the process of learning by a student and therefore not always relevant, so concentration is placed on the learning outcomes as determined in advance by the teacher or curriculum syllabus. 
However, Bennett (2011) argues that to simply consider formative assessment as assessment for learning and summative assessment as assessment of learning is too simplistic. The relationship between the two is complex and if executed properly, summative assessment should support aims for learning as well as its primary function of recording what students know and are able to do.  
Formative assessment appears to have been thrust forward as a vital component in successful teaching since the publication of influential studies examining it by Black & Wiliam (1998a, 1998b) and the work of the Assessment Reform Group on assessment for learning (Broadfoot, et al. 1999). Subsequently, assessment reform that is focussed on assessment for learning has been propagated in many countries across the globe. Perhaps the most relevant example of such importance being placed on assessment for learning in the context of this assignment is the new curriculum for Wales framework (Welsh Government 2020) that specifies “Good teaching and learning means employing assessment for learning principles” as one of its 12 guiding pedagogical principles. 
Despite becoming ever present within the vernacular of educational reform since the late 1990’s, assessment for learning is often used interchangeably with formative assessment to describe much the same things, something which William (2011) explores. He attempts to draw distinction between the two terms and offers the following as a suitable definition: 
“Assessment for learning is any assessment for which the first priority in its design and practice is to serve the purpose of promoting students’ learning. It thus differs from assessment designed primarily to serve the purposes of accountability, or of ranking, or of certifying competence. An assessment activity can help learning if it provides information that teachers and their students can use as feedback in assessing themselves and one another and in modifying the teaching and learning activities in which they are engaged. Such assessment becomes ‘‘formative assessment’’ when the evidence is actually used to adapt the teaching work to meet learning needs.” (Black, et al, 2004, p. 10)
The importance of attempting to draw distinction between the two terms is underscored by Swaffield (2011) who suggests that the interchangeable way that the two terms have been used has led to the misappropriation of assessment for learning, citing the English National Assessment for Learning Strategy published in 2008 as a notable example of such. She concludes that growing and enhancing one’s own knowledge and understanding of the fundamental principles of assessment for learning are the responsibility of everyone involved in education because students deserve nothing less.   
Black and Wiliam’s published reviews (1998a, 1998b) of the literature surrounding classroom formative assessment identified a number of features that they suggest result in measured learning gains. These features are what we today understand as the fundamental principles of assessment for learning: setting learning objectives and sharing them with learners; eliciting evidence of learning through classroom talk and questioning; providing appropriate feedback that moves learning forward; and activating students as learning resources of each other and themselves. 
The evidence to support the efficacy of assessment for learning appears to be vast. Hundreds of studies have been conducted, validated and published from educational settings across the World. Perhaps such compelling evidence is the reason that so many countries have moved to incorporate assessment for learning within their curriculums (Padmanabha 2021).  
Both Black & Wiliam (1998b) and Wiliam (2011) take time to present and rationalise a myriad of studies from several countries that all appear to demonstrate at least some uplift in student performance. Many studies go on to show significant gains in the performance and outcomes of students where formative assessment approaches have been employed. Specific attention is drawn to how this is particularly effective in closing the learning gap in classrooms and raising the base level of learning overall.  
So, should assessment for learning be considered the panacea for education in the 21st century? Wiliam (2011) does acknowledge that important challenges to assessment for learning have been made, but these are largely explained as errors or misconceptions in the way that assessment for learning and/or formative assessment have been operationalised. A view shared by Swaffield in the need for ‘authentic’ assessment for learning to be employed (2011).
Ninomiya (2016) is not satisfied by this explanation of inauthentic applications of assessment for learning and challenges that even these applications will still be grounded in formative assessment theory and neglects to consider “hidden weaknesses and problems” in assessment for learning (p. 84). They go on to examine the assertion that assessment for learning closes the learning gap in classrooms. When applied in practice the three steps to close this gap are often mechanised to become: where students are at in their learning; what level is the student and what is the next step in the defined sequence in order to remedy where they fall short; and how to identify the next target. This then in practice contravenes to the notion that assessment for learning encourages students to discover while they are learning and simply sees the teacher mechanically reporting where a student is in relation to a target, and then telling them how to reach the target. Ninomiya concludes that “This practice is in danger of removing the challenge of learning, the development of student autonomy, and becomes a series of coaching techniques by which to meet targets and to improve academic levels.” (p. 86.).   
The professional development of teachers to be able to effectively practice formative assessment is brought into question by Bennett (2011). They acknowledge that taking a pedagogical-knowledge approach to the implementation of formative assessment as sensible but question the ability for this to be addressed quickly by any single professional development programme. Introducing these concepts through initial teacher education are suggested as a good starting point, coupled with programmes for practicing teachers rolled out over time. 
Brown (2019) questions the validity of assessment for learning as a suitable form of assessment at all. Acknowledging that assessment for learning is an expert led practice, which is interactive, intuitive and pedagogical that should certainly sit alongside assessment. They question how practice that is so open to interpretation and still has questions over its validity can possibly provide the verifiability and legitimacy that real assessment requires. Building on that point, Heitink et al (2016) identified a series of prerequisites needed to effectively implement assessment for learning, one of which being appropriate assessment design and implementation. Considering the uncertainty that still remains around more summative forms of assessment within the new curriculum for Wales framework (Welsh Government 2020), perhaps assessment for learning will not be embraced fully as anything more than ‘another thing to do’, until more clarity is provided on other forms of assessment too.     
Finally, Yang & Xin (2022) present the impending prospect of a paradigm shift in educational assessment in a post COVID-19 world where the necessity for more online and digital learning has accelerated the transition from assessment of learning to assessment for learning and rapidly shifting again to assessment as learning, where personalised learning will become the choice of more and more people. Padmanabha (2021) asserts “Assessment as learning is the metacognitive process where learners are responsible for their learning and for determining how to move forward. It is in fact the process of learning. The ultimate goal in assessment as learning is for students to acquire the skills and the habit of mind to be metacognitively aware with increasing independence.” (p. 19.). This will undoubtedly be an attractive proposition for many who want to benefit from flexible teaching and active learning that allows them to progress their own learning needs, which is the goal of assessment as learning. Perhaps this is a more imminent consideration for further and higher education in Wales, but certainly something that teachers should consider, even as the transition to assessment for learning is still far from being consistently implemented across the country.



Reflection, Evaluation and Next Steps
When I first identified this critical incident, I had a very narrow (and perhaps naïve) view of what it was to implement assessment for learning in the classroom. I recognised the four main elements identified by Black & Wiliam (1998a, 1998b) over the course of the lesson, felt the enthusiasm that children had throughout and admired the quality of resultant work. I thought this assignment would be about sourcing strategy suggestions that would instantly enable me to successfully implement assessment for learning when I embarked on teaching practice. In actual fact, this assignment has provided me with a wholly new understanding of what assessment for learning is and the deep-seated pedagogical commitment required in order for it to be skilfully deployed in my classroom. As outlined by Black & Wiliam (1998a), “there is no ‘quick fix’ that can be added to existing practice with rapid reward” (p. 15.). 
Assessment for learning is an ongoing and iterative process between a teacher and their students. I would suggest that what I saw and observed during my critical incident was assessment of learning and would only be considered assessment for learning if the teacher involved adapted their teaching during the lesson based on live feedback from students. Or, if the evidence gathered throughout the lesson was then reviewed and used to shape future lessons. The teacher I observed was very experienced, so I am sure that this was the case, but for my own practice going forward, I’ll make sure that evidence gathered from any assessment for learning practice I deploy is properly understood and necessary adaptations made.  
The reflective model I’ve applied to this analysis of a critical incident is Kolb’s (1984) cycle of experiential learning. The initial lesson observation provided the concrete experience. The subsequent description and analysis through this assignment have established the reflective observation and abstract conceptualization. As I look forward to my first Professional Teaching Experience, I’ll be able to enact the active experimentation by slowly and carefully introducing elements of assessment and reflecting on their efficacy to develop an iterative and continual cycle of improvement for my teaching practice. In terms of my ongoing reflective practice, I can see a place for this model, but perhaps a model that better reflects the symbiotic nature of the relationship I hope to have with my students would be more appropriate and in-keeping with the essence of assessment for learning, which is ultimately about delivering the best outcomes for each of them. 
Brookfield (1998) presents a critically reflective practice that encourages professionals to review a given critical incident or scenario through four complementary lenses: our autobiographies as learners; our students’ eyes; our peers; and scholarship. The critical reflection that took place for the purpose of this assignment lacked the lenses of peers and students. I would have valued discussion after the observation with the class teacher and some of the children to better understand what their understanding of what the critical incident was. 
In terms of how I continue to identify critical incidents in future, Brookfield (1998) discusses the notion of a critical incident questionnaire that sets out five questions that learners would be asked to complete on a weekly basis to help improve what my learners saw as critical incidents, rather than my own views which are likely to be swayed by emotional responses. This would potentially offer me a more relevant source of knowledge to reflect upon for the betterment of my students. However, I do wonder how effective a questionnaire of this nature would be with students of Primary age and I might need to think of a more innovative solution to garner their honest opinions going forward.  
In terms of next steps, this process of critical reflection has solidified the value of my teaching journal and will support a shift in its content from predominantly observational commentary to more instructional and questioning observations to support future reflections. I do have some reservations about my ability to properly complete critical reflections when I am in the throes of professional teaching practice. I could certainly not carry out a literature review to the level that it has been for the purposes of this assignment. My critical reflections will need to be less time consuming, so that I can ensure that they continue to be part of my professional teaching experience and support my evidence collection to achieve the 32 strands of the professional standards for teaching and leadership in the coming months.



















Conclusion 
The Professional Standards for Teaching and Leadership in Wales (Welsh Government 2018) identify one of the key overarching values and dispositions driving anyone who works with learners is to act as ‘The professional learner’ and commit to continuous in career long development, collaboration and innovation. Building on that, the standard for Professional Learning that I can show how reflection and openness to challenge informs professional learning to progressively develop pedagogy. The approach I’ve taken in this assignment of identifying critical incidents as a catalyst for my own critical reflection using appropriate models will support my ongoing analysis and refinement of teaching practice as I progress through this PGCE year and beyond.  
The very nature of this assignment is an example of how University is preparing me to become a committed and professional teacher. Many, including Yost, Sentner & Forlenza-Bailey (2000), express the need for critical reflection to be a priority for trainee teacher education to ensure that students can connect theory and practice and in turn formulate rationale for their teaching practices.  
The critical reflection and subsequent analysis of assessment for learning has afforded me a new level of insight and understanding which has enriched my forming pedagogy. This analysis will transfer directly to my own professional teaching experience as I embrace assessment for learning by exploring strategies that can help me effectively practice its principles in the classroom and seek to quantify its ongoing efficacy with my students.
When I embarked on this PGCE, I thought that University would provide me with the answers to what I should do to be a good teacher. Through this process of critical reflection, I’ve realised that there is no one right answer to any given situation and there is a uniqueness to every classroom and student that simply cannot be templated. Critical reflection offers a construct for me to be able to refine and hone my teaching practice and pedagogy for the rest of my career and hopefully improve the attainment and learning outcomes for the students in my care.
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