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.


Introduction 

In this essay, I will be critically evaluating a case study of a learner and their interaction with their teacher using the critical incident methodology of David Tripp (2011). He described a critical incident as “an interpretation of the significance of an event” (Tripp, 2011, p 8). It is those moments in and outside classrooms that we interpret personally as interesting that leads to reflective practice. Also, it is a time to explore the underlying processes that may have caused those moments to happen to improve our professional development. Brookfield (2002) introduced the use of autobiography for reflective practice as he concluded that our practices all the way down to our reactions are shaped by our own personal experiences.  However, Tripp (2011) considered critical incidents more than just a diary, it could also be shared publicly for research purposes with our experience presented at the heart of it, as long as it is academically written and critically evaluated. Furthermore, Joshi (2018) defined critical incidents as events that pose as either a challenge or problematic and does not occur regularly, although the latter is true, the incidents could also be positive, mundane, and sometimes amusing (Tripp, 2011). As a result, I harvested my critical incident from a video footage of a group of Year 11 in an English class. More specifically, I focused my attention to a More Able and Talented learner (MAT), also identified as an ethnic minority, and their enthusiasm at answering questions articulately using the hands up method the teacher used. Therefore, the themes of positive learning environment, inclusion and intersectionality revealed themselves as areas to be explored. In the next chapter of the Literature Review, I will be discussing and critically evaluating literatures and potential strategies surrounding these topics. 



Literature Review

There is an abundance of literature regarding inclusion in classrooms that calls for collaboration and reflective practice. Donnelly and Watkins (2011) stated the importance of educators and policy makers moving towards inclusion in schools for easy and safe access to quality education for students with different ethnicities, disabilities, religion and gender, as they are often vulnerable to being excluded and marginalised. They specified the Teacher Education for Inclusion project (TE4I) in Europe that ran from 2007 to 2012, highlighting the call for training on inclusive pedagogies and culture awareness to lessen discriminations. To support this further, Pantic and Florian (2015) sought for a community collaboration between educators, parents and professionals for better understanding and effective implementation of inclusive practices with continuous reflection on one’s biases and using equitable assessments that “should mirror the classroom’s demographics as well as the preparation the students received” (Vasquez, 1998, p 44). 
When it comes to race in particular, critical self-reflection of assumptions and beliefs of white and black, indigenous and people of colour (BIPOC) educators is essential, and culturally responsive pedagogy becomes fundamental (Lopez and Olan, 2020). The purpose of this is to tackle deep systematic beliefs that lead to unconscious actions resulting in increasing the gap between students benefiting from mainstream Eurocentric ideologies and those who are marginalised because of it (Jenkins, 2018). 
Racial biases and stereotyping from white children were found to be formed during early years with the help of popular media (Kromidas, 2016). There is also the concept of deficit thinking when educators form unconscious bias towards marginalised students with disadvantaged backgrounds, leading to their underachievement and failure (Garcia and Guerra, 2004). This is best demonstrated in Jarkovska, Liskova and Obrovska (2015) study on Czech teachers’ treatment of migrant students. They believed they were doing something good by equally treating them the same at the price of not acknowledging individuals’ ethnicity.  Also, the country’s history of migration and segregation of Roma communities lead to stereotyping of Roma students as unmanageable and unteachable. This shows how and why racial biases and discrimination are structurally embedded in society, hence why there is an urgency to critically check one’s unconscious beliefs. 

On the other hand, Bejarano, Tellez and Martinez (2021) recently suggested differing intersectionality pedagogies where we deconstruct the curriculum through feminist and anti-racist lens with a focus on critically understanding the mechanisms of migration and structural racism during our year of training to become teachers. This implies that there are other angles to look from when we reflect on our practices and beliefs which may be seen as a more powerful tool to cater the current society. Lopez and Olan (2020) acknowledged that teachers who are culturally responsive nurtures a space full of encouragement, challenges, collaboration and most importantly, validation of their student’s uniqueness. However, they also recognise that this might face resistance as culturally responsive pedagogies intentionally disrupts the norms and can lead to offense among white educators and defensive othering in BIPOC educators (Jenkins, 2018) once their mindsets are challenged. 

Modelling is considered powerful to consolidate the promises of inclusion as teaching is “a personal performance, a moral endeavor and a cultural script, as it is a technical craft” (Gay and Kirkland, 2003, p 182). Jung (2015), who is an ethnic minority herself, enhanced critical self-reflection skills among her college students by tackling racial stereotypes they hold through creating and displaying their own biases anonymously in art. Although it raised uncomfortableness and questions of possible repetition of stereotypes, she argues that it is better to share them than to be silent. Another example is the work of seven-award winning teachers in the US culturing their classrooms through the feeling of family belonging by implementing respect, effective communication, and celebration of student’s achievements (Farinde-Wu, Glover and Williams, 2017). Although these suggestions and examples sound promising, a call for better training amongst student and experienced teachers on race and inclusion is a must to bridge the theories and practice (Bejarano, Tellez and Martinez, 2021). The topic of inclusion has been around for a very long time, as it is seen through TE4I project in Europe a decade ago, but Akhtar (2023) reminds us that the Black Lives Matter movement was a pivotal point that led to a more intense demand for better transparency, inclusivity, and curriculum decolonising. It was pointed out that it is usually just a course to cover multiculturalism, an ‘elephant in the room’ (Williams and Ogletree, 2018, p 50) in teacher education programmes resulting in lack of exposure and preparedness. This means that it can result to potential increase of fears and refusal to self-reflect amongst teachers facing a diverse classroom because they might do it wrong, reinforce stereotypes further or do not want to face the truth that racism is very much alive (Milner and Laughter, 2015). In simple words, we have a long way to go. 

It is clear that creating positive learning environment   is part of the overarching aim of inclusion, alongside differentiation. Calp (2020) research findings highlighted the importance of love and peace, with a recommendation of arranging classrooms that feels like home, to create positive and happy learning environment. Yet, classrooms are much more complex than that especially when classrooms are no longer monoculture and intersectionality shines through (Kromidas, 2016). Thus, there are literatures that recommend detailed and specific strategies to contribute to positive learning environment, such as Bolgatz (2005, quoted in Cheah, 2008) who nourished a trusted and respectful classroom through effective questioning of stereotypes, continuous encouragement of critical thinking and allowing hard conversations to arise about systematic oppression. In addition, a concept of positive error management in classrooms can boost student’s positivity and help them understand that making mistakes offers learning opportunities (Tulis, 2013). This can be resourceful, not just to the lower ability learners but also to MAT learners, as these suggestions have lots of layers of differentiation within them. MAT learners are considered to be independent learners who seek for tools and challenges to develop their citizenships, use of language and digital competency especially in 21st century (Kaminska, 2019; Lauria, 2016). Universally and more noticeably, teachers have used Rosenshine (2012) pedagogical principles. The Ana Aqra Association that teaches numeracy and literacy skills to underachieving Lebanese students uses modelling of thinking aloud to boost learning independence with social and emotional learning as their ethos (Kleit and Rhayem, 2020). This implies that teachers need to research in order to find different ways to effectively cater for each of their classes. 

Lastly, Theoharis and Scanlan (2021) impeccably bring these ideas together when they concluded that culturally responsive teachers and social justice leaders have the responsibilities to uphold student achievements by ceasing discriminations and establishing a strong community surrounding them. In their book, they were very informative on leadership strategies for inclusion with a focus on poverty, disability, race, gender and so on. This shows their intersectionality approach, bridging theory and practice together. Most importantly, they reiterated the importance of collaborative practice and an ongoing professional development with reflective practice in its centre. 

Explaining the case study

As I mentioned before in my introduction, I obtained my critical incident from a video footage. To conform with the BERA guidelines (2018), the learner I have focused on will be called Student X to maintain anonymity. However, the BERA guidelines (2018) indicated that I must consider the video footage and its creators as well. In this case, I will have to cite the creators to give credits where it is due, but I will not disclose the name of the video footage during this explanation. 

School and class context
From my professional judgement, the things I inferred from the video footage regarding the school context were:
· the demography was ethnically and culturally diverse,
· it accommodated mixed abilities students,
· it was an English medium school.  
It was one of the English lessons for a Year 11 class where the critical incident presented itself. The classroom was arranged uniformly to face the board, with three rows of tables placed from one end of the room to the other with spacing in between. I assumed that there is a seating plan for the class, but it seemed that they were working in groups as a few students were seated around a table at the front. There were approximately 23 students and were a mixture of boys and girls with differing nationalities, ethnicities, and religion, with English as Additional Language (EAL) as a possibility. As it was a Year 11 class, it was obvious the lesson’s purpose was to prepare for their English GCSE, so I judged that this class was a higher set and did not consist of mixed abilities. Lastly, the behaviour of the class seemed calm, there was no apparent behavioural issues of shouting or distractions, therefore I would like to think that this lesson may have happened in the morning or the middle of the day before break and lunch. 

The critical incident
In the video footage from Our Story (2019), I focused my attention on the ethnic minority MAT learner (Student X) and their peers. I noticed that Student X was seating at the front of the class with a group who I have also identified as ethnic minorities. The topic seemed to be about literacy and reading. Then, the teacher asked a question to the class and Student X raised their hands up quickly. The teacher acknowledged Student X’s desperation but also reminded them that they needed to give others a chance to answer. I could tell that Student X was very passionate and I could see that they were getting impatient. However, this did not stop Student X’s determination and still raised their hands up. I observed the way Student X tried to get their teacher’s attention, they were smiling, bouncing in their seat, and following the teacher with their eyes. I noticed that the others around Student X seemed disinterested to answer especially the table behind where they had their arms crossed and were more interested in watching Student X. When the teacher finally picked Student X, they gave a very articulate answer, stated facts like how reading is a good exercise for the mind. While Student X continued answering the question, I observed that the students around them, especially the table behind, smirked and giggled. They found Student X amusing. When Student X expressed that power relates to knowledge, it caused an even bigger laughter from their peers. I noted how the teacher did not correct these behaviours, but Student X was not bothered and finished their answer by quoting a fact from their religion and translating the meaning. 

A brief explanation
Student X confidence and comfortableness to answer questions using their experience, prior knowledge and religious views revealed two principles for good teaching which is ‘activating good thinking’ and ‘creating a supportive environment’ (Evidence Based Review, 2020, p 6). This can also be associated to the four purposes, specifically being an ‘ambitious and capable learner’ (Donaldson, 2015, p 29). Rogoff, Turkanis and Bartlett (2020) argued that a great way to motivate learners is to take their interest seriously because they have their own purposes when it comes to learning. As a MAT learner, they are expected to coherently tackle questions due to their active and focused nature (Kaminska, 2019). The behaviours of the peers around them could be caused by the way the teacher overused hands up as a form of feedback or behaviour management. Therefore, it could be argued that we need to constantly review students’ understanding of the content while also portray mistakes as learning opportunities to maintain students’ engagement (Hattie and Zierer, 2019; Wiliam, 2016). With this brief explanation in mind, the next chapter will discuss and deliberate a few teaching and learning methods I would apply to this situation, inspired by the literatures I have considered. 

Teaching and Learning Methods

Explaining the critical incident in more detail has encouraged the exploration of constructivism and behaviourism as learning theories, resulting in an inquiry of different teaching methods to address it alternatively. In his book, Mind in society, Vygotsky’s (1978) social constructivism challenged three theories regarding child learning and development. One of them was Piaget who believed that learning happens through stages by auto-regulation and equilibrium, so this meant that learning happens after each development stage (Pound, 2014). The other two theories viewed learning and development either fused together or as one. However, Vygotsky (1978) disagreed with those theories because he believed that a child’s learning is already taking place through emulation from parents, peers and communities with the help of language, which are similar findings from Piaget who also thought that children learn best through independent exploration (Pound, 2014). Despite the criticism that Vygotsky did not manage to test his own theories and that he ignores the personality aspect (Pound, 2014), the formulation of Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) demonstrated that children are advancing their learning beyond their age with the help of a More Knowledgeable Other, and this is a helpful tool when assessing the child’s learning path (Vygotsky, 1978). 

By looking through the social constructivist lens, I would apply two pedagogical choices from Donaldson’s (2015) 12 Pedagogical principles, aligned with the new Curriculum for Wales, in response to maximising and satisfying Student X’s learning capacity as a MAT learner and an ethnic minority. The first one is authentic learning, and Donaldson (2015) suggested that students have the right to connect their learning to real life examples from resources that are relevant and provide insight to today’s climate, through the encouragement of school curricular activities, and even inciting active participation from external speakers for debates and community activities. When it comes to inclusion and race, authentic learning is important for diverse classrooms so unique individuals have a chance to connect and celebrate their learning with their experiences (Farinde-Wu, Glover and Williams, 2017; Kromidas, 2016), like the way Student X tried to connect their learning with their religion. This means that to be culturally responsive means advocating for authentic learning (Lopez and Olan, 2020), Hramiak (2015) revealed a great example when teacher trainees would go to after school clubs to build relationships and discuss about cultural heritages among students and one even brought in Asian spices to inspire the class for project-based learning. 

To strengthen this further, the second pedagogical principle is “promoting problem solving, creative and critical thinking” (Donaldson, 2015, p 65). By combining this with authentic learning, the outcome should be a resourceful and thought-provoking environment. This is supported by both Rosenshine (2012) and Evidence Based Review (2019) who agreed that modelling is effective at solving problems and dialogues is a great way to stimulate discussions and critical evaluations. In the case of stereotyping for example, Cortes (2001) argued that schools have a responsibility to teach students the difference between generalising and stereotyping. This is to give students the skills to identify sources in popular media that reinforces stereotypes, and if we model how to analyse the sources, we can overcome it. In other words, a constructivist would use scaffolding to solve problems to encourage independent learning but also critical thinking (Pound, 2014). Ironically, using these pedagogical principles ineffectively and incorrectly can pose a challenge especially when using cultural heritage for authentic learning because we can unconsciously reinforce stereotypes which is a case Jung (2015) presented. Be that as it may, the literatures I discussed about on critical reflective practice should counter this problem. 

On the other hand, Pound (2014) talks about behaviourism as a type of learning theory that focuses mainly on correcting patterns of actions rather than understanding. They mention the work of Skinner and Pavlov with classical conditioning and operant conditioning to show the power of punishment and reinforcement to either increase or decrease the level of behaviour. The use of hands up to answer questions in classrooms is a type of classical conditioning because the learning association happens when an unconditional and conditional stimulus occurs to elicit the response, and it has been advised as a great tool to stop behaviours such as shouting (Millacci, 2021; Mcleod, 2023). However, Dylan Wiliam, a pioneer in education, informed practitioners in a documentary that using the hands up method increases the gap between MAT and low ability learners because those who are confident are more likely to put their hands up leading to a further disengagement with students who are further behind.  Therefore, he recommends randomly picking students to answer the questions for effective feedback (Doc Zoo, 2012). To create a positive learning environment, I would apply a no hands up method through negative reinforcement (Mcleod, 2023) as a response to the reaction from peers towards Student X. This means that the elimination of hands-up method should reduce voluntary answering but increase student’s engagement. Hopefully, this will nourish an environment where mistakes are not seen as failure (Tulis, 2013; Hattie and Zierer, 2019). Combining this with the two pedagogical principles I have chosen, it will lead to a respectful learning environment where critical thinking and cultural appreciation goes hand in hand. 

Discussion

My philosophy of education formed through my experience in living in two different cultures. Childhood consisted of growing up in a country where poverty is visible, this resulted in perceiving education as fundamental to alleviate deprivation, therefore the purpose of education is to simply be successful. Then I was privileged enough to migrate and experience free education which strengthened that belief further. To put this in theory, I resonate more towards progressivism that believes in the development of lifelong learning, critical thinking and problem solving through collaborative and community practice (Brooks, 2023). My pedagogical choices that I applied to the critical incident focused on maximising the student’s learning with Donaldson’s (2015) four purposes in mind, specifically developing their ethics and knowledge, and lastly, giving those students who may be vulnerable to marginalisation a fighting chance to be successful. Hence why I focused on adopting the theory of authentic learning, creative, critical thinking (Donaldson, 2015) and no hands up policy to create a positive learning environment (Doc Zoo, 2012) as my teaching methods. The theory of social constructivism and behaviourism was applied to understand the way they learn. The critical incident also shed light to the importance of sense of belonging as a form of motivation for student learning (Rogoff, Turkanis and Bartlett, 2020) which is an aspect I have not considered in my philosophy of education. 

Looking at what the critical incident revealed, I have considered two elements to focus on when moving forward with my teacher training. Even though I focused my exploration on inclusion and race, I have decided to try and grasp the concept of intersectionality and differentiation alongside the teaching methods I have chosen. Pantic and Florian (2015) made an excellent point at how differentiation should be based on the knowledge of individuals’ social and cultural identity instead of what they can and cannot achieve. As previously mentioned, Theoharis and Scanlan (2020) highlighted key inclusive and intersectionality ideas. Examples include the creation and collaboration of development plans for differentiation and behaviour management guidance for specific individuals with disability, gathering knowledge of home life of those students in deprived areas to create a meaningful and quality curriculum that will suit their needs, making sure staff are given training when it comes to forming dialogues about racism, oppression, and multilingualism, and so on. Teachers with high self-efficacy believe in achieving positive impacts through growth mindsets, attentive teaching and lesson planning and openness to different methods to support individuals’ needs (Carter, 2018). 

The second and most important element is taking reflective practice seriously. Critical reflection is clearly ingrained in all the literatures I have written about inclusion. I must continuously reflect on my patterns of unconscious bias, language and behaviour that may reinforce inequality in the classrooms (Carter, 2018) and especially my beliefs that may unconsciously favour mainstream ideologies that could lead to unequal and under representation of marginalized groups (Jenkins, 2018). I would use Brookfield (2002) reflective lens that consist of feedback from learners and colleagues alongside research to maintain self and practice evaluation. Therefore, collaboration becomes an important instrument because this means that reflective practices do not need to be limited within an individual, it can also include the collective (Pantic and Florian, 2015). 

Conclusion and Recommendation 

To summarise, my critical incident focused on an ethnic minority MAT learner and their confidence and enthusiasm at answering questions through the hands up method the teacher used. Just from that simple interaction, it led me to explore concepts of inclusion, intersectionality, and positive learning environment. With the exploration of social constructivism and behaviourism to understand how learning works, the teaching methods of authentic learning, creative and critical thinking, and the no hands up policy served as an alternative position. The challenges that raised from the teaching methods were potential disengagement of MAT learners because of the reduction of voluntary answering, and the potential reinforcement of stereotypes if cultural heritage or identity is used incorrectly for authentic learning, but if we take into account the role of More Knowledgeable Other, Zone of Proximal Development (Vygotsky, 1978) and Skinner’s negative reinforcement method (Mcleod, 2023), this should result in student progression towards positive learning environment and more specifically, Donaldson’s (2015) four purposes. Afterall, children are not considered blank entities, they need instructions to be able to use what they already know (Wiliam, 2016). 
Looking at my teacher training, this critical evaluation should cover a few strands of each of the five professional standards. To be more precise, it touches most of the central strands for the first professional teaching experience such as differentiation, keeping the four purposes in mind, collaboration with class and senior mentors for feedback, building positive learning environment and relationship with learners and their parents and so on (Welsh Government, 2019). To take this forward to teaching practice, it is important to really focus and exercise intersectionality to harvest the benefits of inclusion. Literatures on inclusive practices used by practitioners to suit student’s needs demonstrated positive impacts and clear progression of students. In conclusion, the result of this holistic approach should be a rewarding and reflective practice that serves my philosophy of education. 
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