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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 
Using Tripp’s own Critical Incident Methodology, we can define a critical incident as: “...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 a significance we attach to the meaning of the incident” (Tripp, 1993) This means that such incidents may not initially stand out as significant, and it is through our own critical analysis, reflection and dissemination of these events that we then deem them to be critical in the context of pedagogy at a later time. The critical examination of such unremarkable events and moments is an invaluable asset to a practitioner of education as it facilitates both personal growth and development of practice, and the continued development of pedagogy on a wider, institutional level. It is worth noting that with regards to the terminology of 'Critical Incident', the critical aspect refers to the critical analysis of the incident, as opposed to the incident itself being deemed critical. As mentioned, the incident under analysis may otherwise be deemed to be within expected parameters, not necessarily exceptionally positive, negative or otherwise notably significant.

The next section will focus on the role of Critical Reflection in the context of the development of teaching methods and practices and the reasoning supporting it. School observations will then be examined in order to provide context and explore the relationship to the critical incident under observation. The following section will be a study of the links of the critical incident to Donaldson's Four Purposes as per the Curriculum for Wales 2022. In order to include more context to the critical incident under analysis, there will be a review of relevant research literature. Finally, a reflection and evaluation, as well as developmental next steps will be discussed.

The Role of Critical Reflection 
Gove (2010) likened teaching to a craft, in that an apprentice attains to a level of mastery by keenly observing the master, and also by being rigorously examined by the master. Orchard et al. (2015) agree that self-direction is a necessary component to the professional teacher, but also suggests that it is necessary to draw from a well of empirical research and coherent framework in order to come to sound situational judgements. What is missing from both these views when characterising the 'professional teacher', argue Winch et al. (2013), is the capacity for critical reflection. “Good teaching, they argue, develops from interrogating one's practice and making explicit the assumptions and values that underpin it.” (BERA, 2014 ) Critical reflection aims to bring conscious awareness to previously unacknowledged aspects of our practices in order to identify assumptions that could be working to our detriment. As this requires the use of our own interpretive reasoning to detect anomalies and become aware of our own interpretive reasoning, it has been compared to a cognitive equivalent of a dog chasing its tail. (Brookfield, 1998) In order to overcome the risk of creating an echo chamber of self-confirming deep beliefs shaping our actions as practitioners and truly become a practitioner of critical reflection, Brookfield (1998) proposes the use of four distinct lenses through which to view our practices in order to review our incomplete assumptions. These are: 

· 1- Our autobiography as a learner of practice

· 2- Our learner's eyes

· 3- Our colleagues' experiences

· 4- Theoretical literature

In brief summary, Lens 1 acknowledges that each individual owns their own unique learning experience, and this may affect their practice. For example, one who felt overlooked or left out as a learner may then go on to be predisposed to ensuring no student is left out or excluded. Through reflecting using this lens we may find that elements of practice that appeared instinctual were actually founded in our own autobiographical experiences and may not have pedagogic value in the long term. Using lens 2 we may discover that our actions may be interpreted in a multitude of ways rather than in a singular definition as we had assumed. Actions or parts of speech we assigned little or no meaning to may be taken as imperatives  or in an alternative context we had not considered. Lens 3 has elements reminiscent of lens 1, whereby we analyse our own historic experiences and difficulties but this time in relation to those of our colleagues, giving potential to illuminate previously unrecognised perspectives. By combining experiences collectively with the intention of problem solving, we mutually gain a greater probability of finding an interpretation most fitting to the situation at hand. Simply put, lens 4 illuminates our practices in different historic lights, allowing for shifts in perspectives in otherwise familiar situations. It may also serve to remind the practitioner than there are often myriad reasons for why things do not always go to plan, and rarely is this through the failings of the practitioner alone. Studying and referring to theory allows practitioners to reassess and scrutinise problems with learners using larger contexts- societal, developmental, curricular or psychological, rather than assuming the fault lies with the practitioner. Critical reflection has apparent potential to be a powerful tool for the development of conscious pedagogy, despite having little representation or focus in contemporary pedagogical training systems. “Because of the dominant focus on what newly qualified teachers must be able 'to do' at their end of their programmes, there is virtually no explicit recognition of the role of research or critical reflection in teachers' professional learning.” (Furlong, 2015) 
Observation School and Class context 
The researcher was a privileged, non-participant observer. For the purpose of anonymity, the name of the school, pupils or teacher will not be included. (BERA, 2018). The researcher was a student-teacher, who visited an English medium primary school in the Swansea area for two days of observation, where the aim was to recognise and consider the importance of David Tripp's 'critical incidents' (Tripp, 1993). The school learning outcomes standards were reported as “Good” and it had 35% of pupils eligible for free school meals - higher than the average for Wales, which was 21% (Estyn 2014). The most recent Estyn Report in 2014 stated that 16% of pupils were ALN, 16% of pupils were EAL  and that many pupils entered the school with knowledge, understanding and skills below the average level expected for their age. The individual school budget per pupil in 2014 was £3,397 (where at the time minimum budget per pupil in Swansea was £2,665 and maximum was £7,839). The school facility is modern and purpose-built. Number of pupils on roll is currently around 500 with 50 teaching and support staff members and 16 classes. School also provides Flying Start on premises. The heart of the school aims is for pupils to become independent, literate, numerate, orally articulate, healthy, and respectful, good global citizens with a cultural identity and a sense of fairness. The researcher was observing the morning nursery class, consisting of children aged 3-4 years old.
Critical incident linked to Donaldson's 4 purposes 
The observed critical incident was observed around 9:15 – 9:25am, after the children had some time to come into the nursery (between the arrival times of 8:50-9:00). At 9:15 the teacher rang her tambourine, which caught attention of some of the pupils and started singing a song “touch your nose..(x3) just like me; do a wiggle...(x3) just like me” accompanied by moving actions for the purpose of getting the rest of the children's attention to stop what they were playing with and join in. Then she said “Eisteddwch ar y carped – come and sit on the carpet everyone!”. The children gathered on and around the carpet sitting down in various positions. What followed was morning phonics session lead by the teacher which consisted of a combination of treasure box (introduction of new sound “s”), treasure hunt (where children were sent off to go and find all the “s”s hidden around the classroom) and purposely chosen different aspects of three commercial phonics programs, dovetailed with the new curriculum guidance for many hands-on, practical and authentic experiences set around the classroom designed to engage the students in many meaningful ways. (Donaldson, 2015) The chosen phonics programs were: Letters and Sounds, Jolly Phonics and Read Write Inc. and were selected to access a broad spectrum of phonics-based literacy, utilising as many potential mnemonic devices as possible. Letters and Sounds was used for the order in which the sounds are introduced (e.g. s, a, t, p, I, n), for the purpose of pupils being able to blend and access many short CVC words more quickly than the a,b,c,d order of the alphabet. Jolly Phonics was used for songs and actions that go with each sound to engage the children in sensory ways with the sounds taught. Read Write Inc. was used for the purpose of how the sound is formed (a picture for each sound- for “s” a snake was used) and the phrase that goes with the formation (for “s” it is “slither down the snake”), which the teacher thought to be helpful for the children. However, the key focus of the critical incident will be discussing the classroom enhanced and continuous provision set up for the pupils to access a range of learning opportunities to challenge and reinforce learning of the sound “s” and their purposes. With the teacher as a guide and not simply a director, learners were encouraged through the context-based activities and the multitude of opportunities to practice facilitated memory retention through repetition and construction of authentic understanding. For instance, one of the areas designed to practise the “s” sound orally - had stuffed-toy snakes to play with, and three other areas to practise “slither down the snake” formation of the sound: one which had trays with coloured sand, another one with easels and paint pots with brushes and the last area of iPads with 'Letterjoin' app open for easy access. Throughout the observation children were engaging and interacting with different methods of learning, building on pre-existing skills and information and a smaller number of more advanced learners were making their own sense of certain elements. Notably, some children were disengaged with listening to instruction while sat on the carpet in one particular micro environment, but would then be fully engaged and participating in sensory tasks in a different micro environment that was more self-directed. This illustrated that children were willing to learn and actively participate when given the opportunity to engage using their preference for learning styles, even when the objective of learning was, at its core, the same. These set-up areas link to three of the four purposes of the new Welsh curriculum as proposed by Donaldson (2015), namely the aim that all children and young people will be 'Ambitious, capable learners who are ready to learn throughout their lives’ and ‘Healthy and confident individuals who are building their mental and emotional well-being by developing confidence, resilience and empathy’, as well as ‘Enterprising, creative contributors who think creatively to reframe and solve problems, identify and grasp opportunities, take measured risks and lead and play different roles in teams effectively and responsibly'. Further to this point, one could infer that by utilising dynamic and critically reflective practices, it is possible to reach and capture the interest of children who otherwise would have rejected a uniform, standardised premise of a learning activity. Again, this shows that the children have ambition for authentic learning and can indeed be capable learners when nurtured in a conscious environment. Gilakjani (2012) asserts that a learner should be aware of their own learning style preference and adjust behaviour accordingly in order to maximise learning and minimise required external assistance, however in the context of pedagogy in the school of constructivism it could be argued that a more nurturing approach would be to challenge the learner in the role of a guide, in order to foster and encourage the re-assessment of pre-existing knowledge in new contexts. This also highlights the importance of critical reflection as a practitioner of teaching, as reflection “...also involves a critique of the assumptions on which the teachers' beliefs have been built, and through reflection, their perspectives are transformed.” (Amineh, R.J., Asi, H.D., 2015) 
Literature Review 
There are numerous styles of learning, and they are generally well known in circles of teaching and pedagogy: Visual, Kinaesthetic, Auditory to name the most popular. It was once generally accepted that students seem to have preferences in how they best assimilate and apply new information using these styles, though this has since shifted to the more contemporary view that in a teaching environment it is best for teachers to incorporate a combination of these styles in order to maximise engagement of students in their own preferred ways. (Gilakjani, 2012) Application of activities spread across more than one style of learning may also allow for the opportunity to challenge learners to apply knowledge learned in a preferred style in the context of a style they may be less familiar with. The concept and incorporation of varied learning styles is useful in classroom application, however in the context of assessing previous learning, there are fewer available studies from which to gain insight. Indeed, many researchers have concluded that whereas we should not disregard completely the concept of learning styles in standardised education, further research is required to validate the use of learning styles in an assessment context. (Hatami, 2013) Furthermore, there are many other factors to consider how learning occurs, such as positive/negative reinforcement (Watson, 2013) or classical (Pavlov) vs operant (Skinner) conditioning, or being behaviourally vs cognitively active (Mayer, 2004) as well as many others. The critical incident observed in the classroom was the blending of three commercial phonics schemes in the context of the new curriculum guidance, creating a varied array of practical experiences set around the classroom. This presented an opportunity to gain insight into the use of hands-on, meaningful, context-based experiences with focus on a combination of learning aspects, and many opportunities for practising new elements. We now know that it is not just Visual, Kinaesthetic, Aural and Auditory elements, as per the old model, but also the process of thinking that plays a key role affecting short term, and therefore long term memory. For the sustained success of long term memory, learners need learning contents structured across their entire lifetime, otherwise the majority of information is processed and stored, but subsequently forgotten. Research has shown that the accuracy of memory recall falls to zero after the first 10 minutes to one day of learning something new, so in order to maximise retention, the recalls should occur at regular structured intervals across half a year. For example, the suggested intervals were given as 10 minutes, one day, one week, one month, six months. Other research suggests that both the attainment of mnemonic strategies and the ability to control and monitor them to a usable standard are prerequisite skills necessary for a child to begin to cope with and navigate an increasingly challenging environment. (Brown, 1975) Such mnemonic devices can take many forms, and may even be spontaneously created by the learner, further serving to cement the learning in a way similar to that described in the constructionist school of thought, as will be further expanded upon later. The use of combined learning aspects across many different skill practising opportunities in the observed critical incident engaged the students in many ways, providing multifaceted sensory stimulation and evoking curiosity while reinforcing learning through repetition and authentic experience. Such authentic forms of learning encourage a level of self-regulation and a degree of meta-cognition towards their own behaviours and thinking. This is contrary to a passive instruction style of learning- instead learners are actively engaged and self-reflective in their learning experience. (Hung, D et al, 2006) It could be argued, however, that some students may prefer what was referred to as a 'passive instruction style of learning' due to a preference of auditory learning and introspective reflection. Children have a need for authentic contexts in order to structure the contents of their short term memory acquisition. In order to fully commit elements from short to long term memory they need these elements to be structured with authentic contexts of understanding. The learner needs to make their own sense of the learning, therefore needs to process the information in many meaningful ways to ultimately commit it to long term memory, and furthermore needs to then revisit this stored information in the long term memory so it is not forgotten. Studies of groups of schoolchildren have shown a strong relationship between the degree of authenticity of reading and writing activities during science instruction and growth in learning outcomes, as compared to teachers' degree of explicit explanation of associated scientific language features in another group. (Purcell-Gates, 2011) This clearly demonstrates the effectiveness of focus on authenticity in learning activities as compared with a purely academic focus on terminology. Furthermore, this same study showed no learning growth differentiation between children from homes with lower levels of parental education as compared with those from homes with higher levels. (Purcell-Gates, 2011) Such findings add to the empirical evidence in favour of the efficacy of the use of authentic contexts and has interesting potential ramifications for the development of pedagogy. 

In constructivist schools of learning, the belief is that learners must construct their own understanding. This means they need to create authentic contexts in order to conceptualise something. In order to simplify the diverse perspectives associated with constructivism, Hoover (1969) proposed a condensed set of perspectives for its application. He states firstly that new learning is built on the platform of existing learning, therefore authentic context is required for children to build up their knowledge on the foundations of things they already understand. Put simply, prior knowledge influences new knowledge. Secondly, learning is an active process, requiring learners to change their current models in order to accommodate new experiences if what they encounter is not consistent with pre-existing understandings. Therefore learners cannot be passive. In this school of learning, the belief is that deep learning occurs when learners are able to construct their own meaning for new learning and make connections between the existing and new learning elements. Thoughts travel back and forth along these connections, reinforcing the understanding. We know that learning itself is not entirely mental or cognitive, but a physical process where billions of neurones connect to form a network, physically encoding the new learning. In the constructivist model, what the learner does in 10 minutes, as opposed to what a teacher may do using only phonics programs, may be many times more valuable for the learner as they are required to construct the platform of understanding for themselves.

Piaget (1973) suggested that learning is the result of the child's exploration of, and interaction with, their immediate environment, as well as learning being the result of internal processes. Elements of this exploration were notable in the observed critical incident in the form of the practical, investigative and context-based activities provided by the teacher around the classroom. Thought the children were familiar with the classroom, the inclusion of these new elements was akin to fabricating a new, unexplored environment for them to interact with and discover, allowing for fresh learning opportunities and mental connections. From a teaching perspective, constructivist teachers play the role of guide for learners, providing opportunities to challenge and expand their understanding. Furthermore, they consider prior knowledge and experience of the students in such a way as to highlight inconsistencies between existing models and new experiences (Clements, 1997; Hoover, 1996) This shines light on the learner-centric focus of a constructivist view of teaching and the critical incident reflected this same light in the way that students were challenged to link their existing knowledge with new experiences. As a teacher or practitioner of education, this learner-centric focus only becomes problematic when you consider the application in a standard classroom setting. With such personalised learning, it could be argued that many more teaching staff would be required to adequately cater to a regular sized class of students in this way. It was the belief of Vygotsky (1978) that children were the architects and constructors of their own knowledge. Unlike Piaget's assertion that a child's development comes before learning, it was Vygotsky's view that social learning precedes development. He believed development was inseparable from a social context, in that community played a central role in the process of creating meaning and understanding. 

Reflection, evaluation, next steps 
As the researcher, I employed Brookfield’s 4 lenses of reflection model to reflect on the observed critical incident (Brookfiled, 1998). Regarding lens 1 – my own autobiography as a learner, I realise my own experience in school may be influencing my view on this critical incident in a subjective way. As a child, my education in post-communistic Poland was heavily teacher-centric and teacher-directed with little room for exploration, investigation, authentic contexts, or sensory learning. It was very much being told how to think, rather than thinking for ourselves. There was little room for taking ownership of own learning or making sense of the learning for oneself. Every aspect of learning was presented by the teacher and pupils were required to “copy” rather than contribute or create their own thinking. I understand that this makes me partial to the changes in Curriculum for Wales as these seem to me to provide the learners with opportunities for a future which I had not had myself. As a result of my schooling, I find it difficult to think of my own ideas, problem-solve, contribute in a professional setting, and have little confidence when attempting these. I hope for the children I teach to grow up to be fluent in all 4 purposes as set by Donaldson. The aim of the Second lens is to try to see through our learners' eyes. This can only be done through my own subjective observations of the pupils’ engagement during the time I had to observe them in this nursery setting. I would suggest that the different enhanced provision areas of the classroom and being able to practise the acquisition of the sound and its formation in different contexts seemed to draw different pupils to different activities. Some children played and moved through all or some of the areas whilst others preferred to spend the entire time engrossed in just one of them. They seemed to thrive in the freedom of being able to choose how they learn and which area they wanted to access. On the other hand, some pupils played with the sand by picking it up and watching it fall, exploring the texture and their sensory feeling of it, rather than using their finger to make s formation. Similarly when playing with the paint, some pupils didn’t use it to paint snakes or S’s but rather played and explored its properties. The stuffed-toy snakes area for some children became more of a house role-play, where children would pretend mummy is feeding the baby and had no hissing “S” sounds in their pretend play. One could argue that even though these pupils didn’t use these areas in the way the teacher meant, they still engaged in meaningful learning experiences full of creative, self-directed ways which develop their skills, such as fine-motor skills, problem-solving and understanding of the world around them. Through these areas being accessed by more than one child at a time, it could be suggested that they were provided with social-interaction opportunities, in which they could practise these skills as well as becoming confident around others, risk-taking, oracy and language skills, overcoming disappointment and other self-regulation. The third lens is our colleagues' experiences. Through my collaboration with other students on the course and teaching professionals I had worked with in the past, I could argue that many of us feel as though we had not had enough of play opportunities in our early years learning. Many I spoke to felt they did not have enough freedom as a learner to explore our ideas or make our own sense of our learning. Asking questions of our own was discouraged unless those would fit the teacher’s agenda. Memorising the ‘right’ answers and following the teachers’ ways of finding the solutions was perceived as desirable rather than finding our own ways of problem solving. If thinking outside of the box is discouraged in early years’ development one could infer it would be hard to achieve as an adult. The fourth lens is to study what was observed through considering appropriate links to theory and previous literature and to seek answers from a large context of knowledge and human experience. Farrell (2012) makes the analogy of reflective practice as a compass, enabling educators to pause, look and figure out the professional direction they want to move into. The fourth lens was discussed in the Literature Review part of my essay. My next steps will be exploring Humanising Pedagogy as there seem to be identifiable links between the New Curriculum for Wales, Donaldson’s 4 purposes and this emerging approach. 
Conclusion 
As we move forwards in time as a species, furthering our scientific understanding, developing technology, adjusting social constructs and reflecting on our very human nature, it becomes necessary to constantly re-evaluate and modify our systems of learning and education to better fit our developing world. Of course the role of the educator is on the front line of such a frontier, and a great responsibility is placed not only to lead in an academic sense, but to inspire personal and societal growth as a role model for new generations to simultaneously aspire to and to surpass. To reflect on the topic of being a practitioner of reflective practice, one may try to establish the value of such reflective practices. In a study of reflective student teachers undertaken by Korthagen and Wubbels (1995), it was found that for teachers who continued with the practice, there were better interpersonal relationships and a reduced likelihood of burnout. It could be argued, however, that these appear at face value to be purely personal benefits as opposed to professional. Many studies have identified the importance of reflection not just for the personal benefit and development of the practitioner, but ultimately for the development, challenging and ultimately the transformation of the practice as a whole. (Penny et al., 1996, Francis, 1997) This, again, places the practitioner at the very forefront of change and innovation.
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