‘A critical evaluation and the identification of next teaching and learning steps focusing on a case study of an individual learner or a group of learners, based on an observed critical incident.’


Module ECAD6007- The Learner: Who am I Teaching? Re-Submission
By Esther Bowles 
Student Number: 2200052
Word Count: 4369




Critical incident analysis, as defined by Tripp (2012) is reflection on typical teaching situations, positive or negative, so that teachers can develop their practice and personal pedagogy. Critical incident reflection can be used to understand the motivations behind methods of teaching and generates research enquiries which can produce a stronger understanding of teaching practices (Joshi, 2018). This essay will identify a critical incident taken from a lesson observation and through research, will evaluate possible next teaching steps that could be taken in response. The incident will be described in the context of the school, within the ethical guidelines of BERA (2018), and its connection to Donaldson’s four purposes (Donaldson, 2015) will be made clear. Following Tripp’s model of critical incident reflection, I will follow my observation of a critical incident with research, to reach a conclusion on why the incident stood out to me personally. I will consider what about the incident and its context prompted me to take notice of it and what effects the incident had on the students learning at the time (Mohammed, 2016). I will also develop possibilities for future action that could enhance my own professional development. I intend to use critical evaluation in this essay to begin my professional development into a reflective teacher.   

Reflection has long been an integral part of the teaching profession (Ottesen, 2007). The impact of Dewey’s (1974) seminal work on reflection has influenced and facilitated understanding of reflection and its place within education (Dewey,1974). More recently, the development of the new curriculum has highlighted reflection as one of the most vital practices for teaching in Wales (Welsh Government, 2017). Critical reflection is necessary for achieving the professional standards that are required for all practicing teachers. The standards acknowledge the importance of continued professional learning even after qualification (Welsh Government, 2017). They convey that without reflection, a teacher cannot hope to develop their practice in a way that is beneficial to both teacher and student. Reflection also plays a key role in the pedagogy section of the professional standards. Reflection on our own personal experiences, on the research that we do and on our own practice is the way that teachers can develop an effective pedagogy (Mohammed, 2016). Without this reflection, and the subsequent findings and justifications that come from it, teachers cannot be confident that they are securing the best possible outcomes for their learners. 
It is also important to consider the theories behind reflection and how they have aided in development of the teaching profession. The formal acknowledgement of critical reflection in teaching stems from reflective models that have been interpreted and shaped over time (Mohammed, 2016). It is part of the role of the teacher to interpret these models and find the ones that they can apply to their own practice. It is a combination of different parts of reflective models that will make up a teacher’s method of reflection.  The method of reflection discussed and used here was developed by David Tripp and is a reflection based on a particular incident that can be used to develop professional judgement (Tripp, 2012). Reflection in this form is the individual’s interpretation of an incident and one’s own personal experiences must be considered in this. What we reflect on is predominantly determined by our pre-existing world view, so Tripp highlights the importance of reflecting on why specific incidents stand out to you (Tripp, 2012). This factor has encouraged some criticism of Tripp’s model, since unconscious bias cannot be removed (Hébert, 2015). Some also argue that this method of reflection cannot be used effectively because teachers do not have time to think on their feet and reflect (Hébert, 2015). However, despite these criticisms, this model of reflection is a reminder that the success of practice is not just dependent on the teacher, but on the wider social and classroom contexts (Mohammed, 2016). Critical incident analysis can reveal which practices work and which do not for teachers. In other words, it creates professional awareness (Joshi, 2018,).  Brookfield, another key author on reflective theory, emphasises the importance of reflecting on incidents through a multitude of lenses. A teacher must reflect through the lens of their own experience, the learner’s experience, other professionals and the existing literature and research (Brookfield, 1998). This means that reflection should not be skewed by our own personal experiences and becomes more effective in developing professional judgement. I intend to interpret these models of reflection to understand why a particular incident stood out to me, the reasons behind its occurrence and possibilities for further research. 

The school from which I observed the critical incidents is situated in the Swansea area. In line with the BERA guidelines on ethical research, the name and location of the school will not be included (BERA, 2018). The school is an 11-18 mixed comprehensive school with a sixth form. Another important point of context for reflection is that this school is a pioneer school in developing the new curriculum and works with the Welsh Government to do so. I have taken this into account in my observations and reflections. Statistics from the latest ESTYN report on the school from 2018 (ESTYN, 2018) show that the school has lower numbers of students that are eligible for school meals. Only 6% of students are eligible compared to the Welsh national average of 17% for secondary schools. In addition, the number of students who have an ALN (additional learning needs) lies at 12%. Again, this is significantly lower than the national average of 21.5%. The most recent ESTYN report also highlights that only very few students were able to speak Welsh fluently. This is an important consideration for observations, especially as this school is a pioneer school for the new curriculum, a curriculum dedicated to increasing the amount of Welsh used and taught in schools. 

The critical incident that I have decided to evaluate and research further was observed on the 26th of September 2022 in a lesson beginning at 11:20. The class was year 7 and I had already observed their previous lesson. This lesson was the period just before the lunch break. The lesson was an English lesson but was written on the student’s timetable as ‘ICommunicate’. This school had organised the timetables by the AOLE’s (areas of learning experience) rather than by subject. Since it was an ‘ICommunicate’ lesson the topic of the day was European day of languages and the students had been asked to bring in a food item that they believed represented a specific culture and be ready to discuss it in groups. The students were off the normal scheme of work for this lesson, and it was mostly filled with discussion and moving around talking to each other. This lesson appeared to have many links to the four purposes. The students were: communicating effectively in different forms, playing different roles in teams effectively through the rotating class discussions, learning about culture and society and were displaying positive relationships across the classroom (Donaldson, 2015).
The lively nature of this lesson is what made the incident stand out to me as an observer. Despite the disruption and the excitement that had come from food and movement at the end of the lesson, the teacher was able to bring the whole class back into an effective and reflective academic task. In the last 7 minutes of the lesson, the teacher put the noun work that they had been working on last lesson on the board and asked the students to all participate in a fun activity. They had to match the example of a type of noun up to the right name. After giving them a few minutes, the teacher asked for feedback and there were lots of responses, all correct. Based on the work of Roediger and Karpicke (2006), I saw this as an impressive example of retrieval practice. Despite all the disruption of the lesson, the teacher used a small amount of time to remind the students of the English work that they had done last lesson and made sure they remained on track for the next lesson where they would be back on the normal scheme of work.  The student engagement highlighted how a simple task right at the end of the lesson may have been instrumental in ensuring the students remembered this information and prompted me to research the method of retrieval practice further. This critical incident displayed that students could ‘explain the ideas and concepts’ they were learning about, whilst building up a body of knowledge and gaining the skills to apply the knowledge. It was a clear example of the operation of the four purposes in a lesson (Donaldson, 2015). 

Observation of the use of this incident prompted thought into why retrieval practice is used in education. I wanted to determine why the teacher had used this as the end of her lesson and how this would have benefited the learners. Existing research highlights the benefits of retrieval practice and its connections to developing long term memory and knowledge (Roediger and Karpicke, 2006). Experiments to test the effectiveness of retrieval have concluded that the practice produces knowledge that can be recalled and applied to different settings. (Brown, Roediger and McDaniel, 2014). In experiments to test this, a range of students were given information to process and were asked to recall it through the method of testing (Endres et al. 2020). This found that retrieval practice can improve retention of material learnt in study sessions or lessons and the ability to later apply this knowledge to different settings (Smith and Karpicke, 2014). There are multiple formats of retrieval activities highlighted in literature. These are short answer, multiple choice, and hybrid retrieval (Heritage and Wylie, 2018). These are different methods of posing retrieval questions and have differing benefits (Smith and Karpicke, 2014). Despite the use of different formats, there is recent literature which suggests that what type of retrieval is used makes little difference (Rowland, 2014). In addition, Smith, and Karpicke (2014) suggest the benefits of retrieval do not always depend on the format of the question, but on the difficulty and success. Most do agree however that the type of retrieval chosen by the teacher is a valuable consideration and that teachers should take the time to assess which format of retrieval is best suited to their class (Endres et al. 2020).

 Most research on retrieval is centred around short-answer questions because they are often the most frequently used in classrooms (Smith and Karpicke, 2014). Short answer questions are questions which require students to supply the answer from their own knowledge (Endres et al, 2020). This is because there is evidence, through experiments, to suggest that this from of retrieval is the most effective. Some demonstrate that the effectiveness of short answer retrieval is due to the need for students to consider and evaluate their own knowledge before producing an answer (Black, P. et al. 2007). It has also been suggested that short answer retrieval is more effective because it is more challenging and therefore encourages long term retention (Heritage and Wylie, 2018). Though there are differing conclusions about why, it is largely agreed that short answer retrieval is the most effective form. Short answer is not however the only method and the differences in methods of retrieval must be considered for practitioners to make informed decisions about which method of retrieval best suits a particular class or context (Smith and Karpicke, 2014). Short- answer has also been identified as a successful method of retrieval because it allows for testing not only of facts, but of higher-level skills and ideas (Smith and Karpicke, 2014). This type of questioning forces students to access the concepts within Bloom’s Taxonomy, for example using inference skills and connections with prior knowledge to access the answer they require (Bloom, 1956). It is this thinking which contributes to cognitive development. It is also noted that a primary benefit of short-answer retrieval is that responses are easy to measure (Kliegl and Bäuml, 2021). This is not necessarily a benefit for cognitive development but allows the teacher to assess and evaluate the progress of students, which is equally as important (Black, P. et al. 2007). 

Multiple choice questions as a method of retrieval must also be considered. Though they provide an easy method of retrieving prior knowledge, there is a risk of introducing false information to students that they might then accidently retain which is why most advocate short answer retrieval strategies (Smith and Karpicke, 2014). Despite this possibility, this style of retrieval remains positive as it provides more opportunity for success for students, and success alone can significantly promote learning (Frankenstein et al., 2022). Frequent, low stakes testing can also ease anxiety in the classroom and allows teachers to test the progress of their classroom with basic recall (Brown, Roediger and Daniel, 2014). The use of multiple choice often facilitates more frequent use of retrieval in the classroom due to its simplicity (Endres et al. 2020). Therefore, despite the acceptance of short answer retrieval as more effective for long term memory retention, the value of multiple choice should not be ignored. 

Often, the response to the varying benefits of different formats of retrieval practice is to use a hybrid method which combines the positives of both (Smith and Karpicke, 2014). The observed critical incident could be considered ‘Hybrid’ retrieval, or a combination of short-answer and multiple-choice questions. The structure that the teacher used to recall knowledge from the previous lesson required the students to use their own knowledge and inference skills, but also provided the answers. On first observation, this might be considered just a convenient way to test the students and make sure they had all the knowledge required to move on with the topic. However, through research it becomes clear that the reasoning behind this hybrid method of testing was likely an informed decision based on the benefits of different methods of retrieval. Research into the differences in methods of retrieval practice must be done to ensure that teachers can make the right decisions on what to use to achieve learning goals and promote success in the classroom (Heritage and Wylie, 2018). Retrieval practice must not be just a reminder of what the students already know, but a chosen appropriate method which suits the needs of both the class and the type of information that needs recalling (Endres et al. 2020). 

Selecting the appropriate method of retrieval is vital, not just for producing long-term memory, but for ensuring that the practice promotes confidence through successful learning. As well as established connections between retrieval and memory, research has also shown the relationship between memory and self-efficacy, which suggests that suitable retrieval is key for increasing student’s confidence in their own ability to learn (Frankenstein et al. 2022).  The individual’s belief in their own ability to learn can influence how students approach their learning and how much effort they are willing to give. In an exploration of the relationship between memory and self-efficacy, research has shown that negative feedback has the possibility to negatively affect low-stakes test results (Frankenstein et al. 2022). This suggests that retrieval practice should be used in a way which allows for success. This connection to self-efficacy highlights that retrieval should not simply be used as memory tests to increase knowledge. Instead, it should be a practice used to generate confidence in the learning environment, which should eventually lead to an increase in academic success as the two are tied together (Heritage and Wylie, 2018). In contrast Karpicke (2009) notes the importance of ensuring that students do not mistake their success as evidence that they know something and therefore do not need to recall it again (Karpicke, 2009). Success must be acknowledged and is an important aspect of retrieval, but students and teachers must exercise awareness of the need to maintain this success through continued retrieval. 

 Research on the benefits of retrieval practice for long term memory and self-efficacy is often tied to the practice of assessment for learning (Black, P. et al. 2007). Retrieval practice often comes in the form of low stakes testing which acts as a tool not only for enhancing long term memory, but also allows teachers to assess the student’s learning and inform their practice. The purpose of assessment for learning is to inform, not measure learning (Heritage and Wylie, 2018). Like retrieval, research suggests AfL should not be utilised just at the end of a long section of work but should be performed throughout education for teachers to gain insights into the student’s learning. This practice is key for teachers to provide the best learning opportunities for students and to ensure they are supplied with teaching strategies that both reflect and challenge their capabilities (William, 2017). Assessment for learning and retrieval practice are often combined in research as they complement each other as teaching strategies. Often low-stakes assessment is the way in which teachers can practice retrieval within their lessons. This emphasises Karpicke’s (2009) view that the format of retrieval is not always the most important consideration. Alongside its benefits as a method of retrieval, AfL allows the teacher to identify gaps in learning which enables them to adapt their practice to appropriately fill them (Brown, Roediger and McDaniel, 2014). If students are not challenged in their learning and are kept at a level which does not match their capabilities, teaching is not effective. Therefore, assessment for learning becomes a vital component of effective teaching. 

In addition to its benefits to inform teaching, retrieval as assessment for learning can be effective in the development of student’s own identities as learners. Pupil’s participation in their own learning is a key component of effective education (Black, 2007). By questioning students on their understanding, teachers are allowing them to be active in their learning, therefore increasing confidence and creating an engaging learning environment (Black, 2007). Development of a learning identity is an important part of assessment for learning, and it is the confidence that comes from this that can aid in development. AfL not only creates active learners through the teacher’s assessment of their responses, but through the student’s own assessment of their learning progress (Spendlove, 2009). Learners need to know where they are, and where they are going to progress (Wiliam, 2017). When students are questioned through formative assessment in their lessons, they can assess their own development and the development of their peers. Through understanding their own progress and the progress of those around them, students can participate in the progression of their own learning. AfL therefore does not only allow the teachers to assess learning and adapt their practice in response, but also permits students to do the same. Embedding AfL in all aspects of teaching creates active learners, who are given the opportunity to engage with methods that reflect their own capabilities, generating progression, confidence, and an appetite for learning (Spendlove, 2009).   
Research into assessment can be focused on its benefits tied to retrieval practice. The understanding that different forms of testing can benefit memory and learning is widely accepted through research in this field (Roediger and Karpicke, 2006). Despite this focus, there is a need to acknowledge the other benefits to assessment for learning which, though they may not be related to memory retention, contribute greatly to the acceptance of AfL as a useful and beneficial teaching method (Brown, Roediger and McDaniel, 2014). Frequent testing helps to reduce assessment anxiety and creates a community were collaboration and trust between peers is the norm (Heritage and Wylie, 2018). The use of AfL to encourage all learners and ensure all feel accepted and capable in the classroom, combined with its benefits for memory makes it a highly effective teaching strategy. Research into its benefits emphasises the need to view AfL as more than a method for retrieval, and as a practice with its own classroom benefits (Black, 2007).  

Research into retrieval practice and assessment for learning has solidified my understanding of these practices as vital elements of successful teaching. Research undoubtedly shows that retrieval practice aids in producing long term memory and meaningful learning (Karpicke, 2012). However, through reflection on my research I have begun to think about possible limitations of the practice outside the context of experiments. For retrieval to be effective, it should be practiced consistently through a child’s learning. Information should be recalled at regular intervals to ensure that it is stored in the brain (Endres et al. 2020). From my observations of secondary lessons during bridging and further research into the topic, I have begun to consider how regular retrieval of one topic might not be possible in a secondary school. The classes and topics in secondary school are changing constantly and therefore a teacher might not always be able to continuously return to previously learnt information. Since research shows that retrieval is not something students practice by themselves, this might reduce learning benefits (Karpicke, 2009). This has led me to consider what possible practices I might be able to incorporate into my teaching to ensure that I am using retrieval effectively. I believe the constant use of concepts throughout all my teaching could be an effective way to exercise retrieval. For example, the use of ‘cause and effect’ is something that will reoccur throughout History lessons. I believe the use of these concepts as reminders of topical information could be a way to ensure retrieval is used throughout the year, rather than only in the next lesson. This is a possibility I aim to explore with more research during my practice. 
In her model, Zwozdiak-Myers (Zwozdiak-Myers, 2012) defines reflective practice as a process through which teachers ‘structure or restructure actions, beliefs, knowledge and theories that inform teaching for the purpose of professional development’ (Zwozdiak-Myers, 2012).  This theory emphasises the need to inform teaching through reflection on both research and practice. After doing some research into the theory behind my observed incident, I feel I can better understand Zwozdiak-Myers’ 9-dimensional model of reflection (Zwozdiak- Myers, 2012). Reflection on the incident alone was not enough for me to properly understand the motivations, theories, and limitations behind the use of retrieval in the classroom. Since undertaking further research, I can link theory to practice and therefore evaluate some of the possibilities for the implementations of these methods into my own teaching. From this experience I have learnt that to be a reflective teacher, one must not reflect on practice and research separately, but instead a combination of the two, to allow for complex evaluation of one’s own practice and possibilities for the future. In the future, throughout my own teaching, to practice effective reflection, I will consider practice and theory together to ensure I always have a justification for my actions in teaching. I will identify what I believe the errors in my teaching are and use research to discover possibilities for amending these errors in the future. 
My research has also highlighted connections between teaching practices that I might not have considered. In almost all cases that I encountered in my research, retrieval came in the form of assessment for learning (Black, 2007). The three formats of retrieval outlined by Smith and Karpicke (2014) are forms of questioning and therefore AfL. Prior to research I considered these to be two separate, but fundamental aspects of teaching. Reflection on my research has highlighted that the two often go hand in hand and the benefits of both can be exercised in the classroom. Through research into connection of the two I intend to use retrieval in the form of assessment for learning throughout my practice to ensure that I am gaining the benefits of both. For example, where I might previously have exercised retrieval through reminding students of their previous learning, since doing my research I would now always try and use AfL as a form of retrieval. In doing this I might be able to ensure the students remember what they are learning, but it will also allow me to check what the students know, and therefore what they need in the future to progress. I believe the use of AfL in my teaching will drive the students to be ambitious, capable learners by ensuring that they are active in their own learning. This experience has shown that on reflection of teaching practices, it might be more useful to view them as interchangeable and not as separate methods to be used at different points in teaching. In the future, when researching different methods for learning I will consider what other known practices I could use alongside each method to ensure that I am utilising the practice’s full potential as a learning strategy.

I have used Tripp’s (2012) model of critical reflection to identify a critical incident that stood out to me as a possible avenue for research. On observation of the use of retrieval practice through a reminder of the previous lesson’s work on nouns, I decided to undertake some research into the different methods of retrieval and their different benefits. This research led me to an understanding that retrieval has different formats, and the appropriate method should be chosen for a particular class or topic. By reflecting on my research, I saw a link between retrieval practice and assessment for learning, which I then decided to research further. Having done this research, I later realised that the retrieval practice that had been performed by the teacher, was also an example of assessment for learning. I then reflected on the incident and have concluded that often, these two vital methods of teaching work together and are used as a resource, not only to recall previously learnt information, but also to measure student’s learning. This experience has shown me that first observation of an event is not enough to properly understand the reasoning behind it. Observation of an incident must be followed by research. Re-evaluation of the incident with the knowledge attained from research must then occur to be properly reflective. To be a reflective practitioner, I must combine my evaluations of observation and research to continue my professional learning throughout my career. If I reflect in this way throughout my practice and therefore extend my knowledge and understanding of the teaching profession, I believe I will be an effective practitioner open to challenge and professional growth.
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