Deborah Fee (2212599)










ECAD6007

WHO AM I 
TEACHING?

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










CONTENTS


Introduction……………………………………………………………..P. 2

The Role of Critical Reflection……………………….…………….…P. 3

Observation…………………………………………………….………P. 5

Literature Review………………………………………………..…… P. 7

Evaluation……………………………….…………………….…..…. P. 11

Conclusion……………………………………………………………..P. 13

References………………………………………………………….…P. 14

Appendices………………………………………………………..…..P. 17







Introduction
According to Tripp (2011), ‘a critical incident is an interpretation of the significance of an event. To take something as a critical incident is a value judgment we make, and the basis of that judgment is a significance we attach to the meaning of the incident’.  This means that an event is only a critical incident if we, as reflective practitioners, place an importance or value on that event, be it the minutia of the incident, or the general situation surrounding the event, in order to develop our understanding of why the event happened.  In order for this practice to be meaningful, we must then allow the evaluation to inform our ongoing practice thus making teachers lifelong learners and continuously improving.  This is important to practice continuously as if we do not critique and challenge ourselves as educators then the alternative is ‘we tend to simply reinforce existing patterns and tendencies’ (Tripp 2011).  

For this assignment, we have been tasked with observing learners and teachers and then evaluating one of many critical incidents that we happen to observe.  Based on the above information, the critical incidents that we observe will only be ‘critical incidents’ because I, as an observer, place a value on the interaction.  I will then reflect on the environment that this critical incident took place in.  Following this, I will find and evaluate literature related to the specifics of the event and reflect upon whether the incident can inform my own teaching practice.  This should aid in directing me and go towards me forging my own philosophy of teaching.   
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The Role of Critical Reflection
As previously mentioned, becoming a reflective practitioner and the skills of analytical evaluation are extremely important in the role of an educator.  If educators were to continue doing what they have always done without considering the positive and negative effects of their practice, then the profession would never evolve, and learners would not be benefitting from the best possible versions of these educators.  
In the world of learners, there are far more challenges and distractions than ever before; with the explosion of social media and ever-changing technology, educators must be able to look inward and consider if they are offering the greatest possible manner of their professional practice to their charges.  
There is a vast array of literature and research on how best to teach and thousands of ways to react to everyday situations.  It is imperative that educators keep themselves informed of best practices and critically reflect on their own practice, as well as looking to other educators for inspiration.  It is also extremely important that we analyse whether or not those decisions can be supported by research and literature.  This is so crucial as there are always new theories that appear in the sphere of education that aren’t necessarily supported by research.  This can lead to misinformation, misinterpretation and potentially even disruption to the education of the learners.
There are many ways that educators can choose to be reflective, some of the models include:
Brookfield, who suggests that practitioners look at their own work through four different lenses in order to ‘uncover assumptions’ (Brookfield, 2009) – the first being the autobiographical lens of ourselves as learners, second is to look at our practice through the lens of our learners, third is through colleagues’ experiences and the final one is looking at theoretical literature.  
Schön’s concept of ‘reflection in action’ and ‘reflection on action’ (1987, as cited in Zwozdiak-Myers, 2012).
Also cited in Zwozdiak-Myers (2012) is the work of David Kolb and his 1984 model of ‘experiential learning’, which focuses on learning cycles and individual learning styles.
The 6 stages of Gibbs (1988, as cited in Potter, 2015) Reflective Cycle is a solid framework that can be helpful for continuous repetition of the evaluative process suggesting that reflection is an ongoing process that must be constantly happening and informing choices.
The reform of the curriculum in Wales means that it is more important than ever for practitioners to be reflective as the new curriculum allows for more autonomy for teachers and requires professionals to be ‘reflect and revise, based on understanding gained from all aspects of learning and teaching, and supported by professional inquiry’ (Donaldson, 2022).
In the Professional standards set by the EWC, in order to be granted ‘Qualified Teacher Status’ a student teacher must show that they practice ‘reflection on developing expertise’, showing that it is not only considered good practice, but a definite requirement of the qualification.  John Hattie suggested that educators should be ‘learners of their own teaching’ (2009), meaning that teachers have a responsibility to ensure that they are leading by example and constantly and continuously striving for self-improvement.
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Observation
The school that I was observing in (from here on, to be known as ‘School X’ in compliance with BERA guidelines) is an 11 – 16 mixed gender comprehensive school.  It has only 498 learners and below national average levels of learners eligible for Free School Meals at 15.2% at the time of the most recent ESTYN report (2019), the national average being 16.4% at the time of the report.  According to the same report, only 1% of learners have English as an additional language.  However, 68% speak some level of Welsh leading it to be described as a school that is ‘English medium with significant Welsh’ (Estyn, 2019).  ’26.6% of learners are on the Special Educational Needs Register’ with 2.1% of learners having a ‘statement of special educational needs’ (Estyn, 2019).  
The critical incident I have chosen to look more closely at is record 2 of the separately submitted appendices.  The incident took place at 10:45 during the second lesson of the day (just prior to break).  The teacher of the class had asked the learners to carry out a task and once this was completed by all learners, they were instructed to swap books with the person next to them.  They were given the option of marking their own work if they felt uncomfortable letting someone else see their work, but none took up the opportunity.  There were 34 learners present in the class.  The learners were provided with a scoring scheme on the board as well as examples of excellent answers.  
This was not the most specific example of a critical incident that I observed during my time at the school.  However, I found this one to be the most intriguing as the learners’ responses surprised me greatly.  They appeared excited to swap books and it was clear from the efficient way the instruction was carried out, that this was a regular occurrence in this class.  Not one student opted to mark their own work.  I believe that this is at least in part due to the fact that the school is a champion of Donaldson’s new Curriculum For Wales and is committed to encouraging ‘ambitious, capable learners who set themselves high standards and seek and enjoy challenge’(Hwb, 2022), I believe that the confidence the learners felt in passing their work to a peer was because mistakes are not seen as a bad thing in this classroom and they are treated with respect by the teacher so that everyone can broaden their knowledge from it.  The learners therefore do not fear making mistakes and instead view it as a ‘challenge’.  The incident in question also links to the learners being encouraged to be ‘ethical, informed citizens who respect the needs and rights of others’ (Hwb, 2022) as there were no negative comments made about any learners work from their peers.  The fact that there were no comments made about each other’s work (another surprise to me – an assumption I had made based on my own experiences as a learner in school), goes to show the level of respect and maturity that these learners have for one another and for their teacher, and also gives a representation of the classroom culture that this teacher had obviously carefully cultivated and encouraged.
These assumptions that I had made in the moment, regarding how these learners would respond to peer assessment, and the surprise I felt when none of them came to fruition, is the main reason I chose this incident to look into further.  What routines had been in place that the learners knew how to conduct themselves appropriately?  How did the learners have the confidence to pass their work over to a peer to be marked without the slightest hesitation?  What value does peer assessment hold that the teacher viewed it as a good idea?  These are the areas of research that I intend to find and investigate the literature on in order to make the decision as to whether to include these practices in my own philosophy of teaching.
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Literature Review
In relation to the above questions, research will be found and reviewed on the following topics;
Behaviourism and conditioning, in relation to the routines set up in the classroom,
[bookmark: _Hlk118300523]Peer assessment and assessment for learning including pupil questioning.
Behaviourism
There are three schools of learning in psychology; humanism, constructivism and behaviourism.  Based on the work of Dewey (1916), Humanism deals with the emotional growth of a learner and believes that schools should meet the needs of the learners in it’s care, as opposed to the learners being required to conform to the demands and identity of the school.  The original outline of this theory proposed by Dewey, is obviously very outdated, however a peer-reviewed journal written by Mayesless, O., and Kizel, A. suggests that the recent research surrounding humanism indicates that ‘Humanism should include not just the mind but also the qualities of our heart; not just rationality and linear thinking but also intuition, imagination, complexity, and dialectic thinking’ (2022).
Constructivism is largely concerned with how knowledge is acquired and is based on the works of Piaget in the early twentieth century.  However, Gopnik and Wellman argue that ‘in the past thirty years many of those empirical claims have been overturned. The combination of theoretical vagueness and empirical inadequacy doomed the Piagetian account’ (2012).  
Out of the three schools of education and learning, behaviourism deals most closely with building routines.  This is achieved through a system of conditioning, based on rewards and motivations.  Within Behaviourism, there are two forms of conditioning: classical conditioning and operant conditioning.  
Classical conditioning was introduced by Pavlov.  The main theory behind this is that there is a pairing of unconditioned stimulus and a neutral stimulus will lead to a conditioned response.  Pavlov’s research famously involved a dog and a bell.  When the dog saw food, it would salivate.  When the dog heard a bell, nothing would happen.  These are neutral responses, the food represents the neutral stimulus and the bell is the unconditioned stimulus.  Once Pavlov began ringing the bell at the same time that the food was seen by the dog and thus salivating, the conditioning had begun.  Eventually, the sound of the bell alone (without the presentment of the food) would lead the dog to begin salivating.  The dog had learned that the bell and the food were connected (learning had taken place).  The salivation at the sound of the bell was now a conditioned response (see appendix 1).  Or more specifically: ‘It is argued that classical conditioning, being one of the most elementary forms of learning, inspires algorithmic realizations in synthetic materials, to allow stimuli-responsive materials that learn to respond to a new stimulus, to which they are originally insensitive’ (Zhang, H. et al, 2020).  The fact that Zhang et at say that classical conditioning is one of the most elementary forms of learning is interesting.  It is certainly helpful for the building of routine and preferable behaviours but there are limits to the ‘what’ can be taught via this method? 
Operant conditioning differs to classical in that it focuses on reward and punishment as a stimulus response to behaviour.  One of the most famous studies involving operant conditioning was conducted by B. F. Skinner.  He placed rats and pigeons in boxes and they were rewarded with a food pellet when they pressed a lever.  They eventually began pressing the lever even without the reward and so the learning had taken place.  The rewards and punishments are called ‘reinforcement’ and the schedule at which they are given will determine the rate of the learning; conditioning will be extremely quick if the reinforcement is distributed at every display of the desired behaviour.  If reinforcement is given at a specific time frame (eg. Every 30 mins), this is called variable interval scheduling and takes significantly longer to achieve the conditioned response.  For a response inbetween, variable – ratio schedule should be considered, this is when reinforcement is given at random intervals or time frames.  Operant conditioning includes the use of positive and negative reinforcement as well as positive and negative punishment (see appendix 2).   Some literature would suggest that the practice of reinforcement and punishment is included in the classroom to produce ‘excellent practice, resulting from well-rehearsed parameters, with good results, and with positive responses from pupils and supporting staff’ (Hallett, 2011) but that it is included with ‘limited understanding of the theoretical principles behind the interventions’ (Hallett, 2011).  
Hallett also mentions that the ‘boundaries between behaviourism and other learning theories have become blurred, both in practice and in theory’ (2011) suggesting that it is not just behaviourism that is being employed by these educators, but rather a blend of approaches that look something like reinforcement and punishment.  Hallett goes on to argue that ‘time out is not ‘aversive and a form of punishment’, but is, rather, a neutral state’ (2011) and therefore cannot be considered conditioning when it is intended to be used as such, further supporting the argument that it is included in teaching practice without the theoretical understanding regardless of the result (desired or otherwise).  
Some experts believe that behaviourism is so popular in the classroom context simply because it works: ‘fear of predetermined consequences and desire to earn rewards are used to motivate students and keep them compliant and obedient’ (Freidberg and Lamb, 2009).  They go on to suggest that this constant longing for the ‘next gold star’ and the desperate avoidance of ‘loss of privileges’ keeps the class behaving.  However, it is also suggested that it leads to the learners having ‘limited experiences with initiative and creativity’ (2009). 
Peer assessment and assessment for learning including pupil questioning.
Furtak et al performed a study whereby they introduced a group of learners to the topic of natural selection.  They then used different assessment strategies to attempt to understand which method allowed the learners to express their understanding and knowledge on the subject.  One method was a multiple-choice assessment, the other was a series of ‘think-aloud interviews’ (Furtak et al, 2014), their interviews were transcribed and the specific information (22 points that needed to be mentioned) were picked out based on the reasoning processes that had been hypothesised– or not, depending on the learning that had taken place.  This was done over a 50-minute lesson.  There was a significant difference in the results with those being assessed via the interview method scoring higher than those being assessed with multiple choice.  This has led the team to recommend a ‘progression steps’ focus using the interview method of assessment, allowing learners to talk through their reasoning and thought processes in order to make connections and build a schema of knowledge and understanding (linking back to constructivism), as opposed to merely regurgitating information and ticking boxes.  Black and Wiliam (2018) suggest that a variety of assessment methods is key to successful learning and in their 2018 article ‘Classroom Assessment and Pedagogy’ they speak about the rationale of assessment of learning, assessment for learning and a third option – assessment as learning, meaning that the learners are gaining knowledge and skills as they are being assessed.  They state that ‘this idea is very attractive’ (2018). Peer assessment fulfils this criteria.  The learners are not just marking their own work but following the success criteria given to them as a marking scheme and either consolidating their knowledge or challenging their own misconceptions, whilst simultaneously assessing their peers’ work.   
Yates and Johnson (2017) (as cited in Hofenbeck, 2018) conducted research on teachers attitudes to assessment and the results show that there is a tension between formative assessment (assessment for learning) and summative assessment (assessment of learning) where these still take place.  In New Zealand for example where the research was conducted, the teachers were more inclined to focus on summative assessment due to their responsibility to get the learners through the ‘high-stakes examinations’ (2018) as this is the ‘assessment policy that has the greatest impact’ (2018).
This tension between the policies of assessment is likely to continue in Wales as it does in New Zealand.  This is due to the fact that whilst the Welsh Government have chosen to implement the new Curriculum For Wales which focuses on a holistic learning experiences and focuses on progression steps in line with the research cited above, Welsh learners are still required to perform at these high-stakes examinations in order to compete with English learners and others from further afield for university places and jobs.  This means that no matter how much an educator favours the assessment for learning approach, the need to practice summative assessments will always be present.
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Evaluation
Looking at the above literature, I can clearly see why behaviourism and conditioning has become a culture in the classroom.  This is due to the role of conditioning being the tool that builds the culture.  The praise and punishment that teachers use in order to build routines and manage behaviour can clearly be witnessed by anyone who has ever stepped into a classroom either as a learner or an educator.  But does this mean that it is done meaningfully or even effectively?  Most of the research I have found on behaviourism and conditioning in particular, are studies that have been carried out on animals or very young children.  This raises the question of how ethical are these studies and can their findings be generalised as Martina et al states ‘While captive conditions offer a controlled environment in which to test animals [22,23], they may also limit the generalisability of the findings to cognition’ (Martina, C., Cowlishaw, G. and Carter, A.J., 2020).
With stronger ethical guidelines appropriately applied in modern times, just how far can researchers push the studies on behaviourism?  They would certainly face problems if they attempted such studies as the baby Albert study;
‘Little Albert Experiment Summary
Watson and Raynor presented Little Albert with a white rat and he showed no fear.
Watson then presented the rat with a loud bang that startled Little Albert and made him cry.
After the continuous association of the white rat and loud noise, Little Albert was classically conditioned to experience fear at the sight of the rat.
Albert’s fear generalized to other stimuli that were similar to the rat, including a fur coat, some cotton wool, and a Father Christmas mask’ (Dr Saul McLeod, 2020).  See also Appendix 4.
 But it is clear that learners in school environments have come to understand that the bell means the end of a lesson and that good behaviour is rewarded and poor behaviour leads to consequences.  Is this down to conditioning or is it simply a case of modelling and social conformity?  This would imply that the learners are simply copying what other students do in order to be accepted by their peers.  In most British schools, conformity is expected by all students, from the wearing of uniform to the lessons they attend.  If it is conditioning, is it being used meaningfully?   
‘Behavioural techniques have been almost universally adopted in schools, often in an uncritical way. While this has produced some excellent practice, resulting from well-rehearsed parameters, with good results, and with positive responses from pupils and supporting staff, there are many examples where a limited understanding of the theoretical principles behind the interventions has lead to poor results, rejection of the interventions and dissatisfaction in participants’ (Hallett, 2011).  Fridburg et al – taken from American peer – reviewed journal, raised some interesting issues with the practice of behaviourism.  Are we as educators looking for obedient and mindless tabula rasa – blank slates that we can dictate to, or are we looking to inspire vision and creativity with the freedom to explore ideas from a variety of angles and make decisions on personal morals?  
With regards to the critical incident, I believe that the classroom culture has been nurtured so that there is an inherent level of respect between the peers in this class that allows them the confidence to accept the peer assessment even though they were given the option to opt-out.  Perhaps this culture is the result of conditioning, perhaps it is conformity and the feeling of not wanting to be left out.  Whichever it is, there is clearly a feeling of a safe environment in the classroom and I would look to replicate this in my practice.  However, I will take into consideration the remark that ‘teachers giving praise without further comments, which previous research has demonstrated as less helpful for students’ learning’ (Hofpenbeck, 2018).  This relates to the formative assessment strategies that I will discuss next.  
Having looked at the literature and the discussions around assessment for, of, and as learning, it is my understanding that there is a place for all of them in the current curriculum.  Whilst the new Curriculum for Wales is obviously working towards the holistic learning that places focus on each individual learning pathway, there is still currently the responsibility on educators to have learners maximise their potential in summative assessments.  I will therefore ensure that my practice includes as much diversity of assessment as possible, including assessment for learning – giving the learners the opportunity to think aloud and work through their reasoning with meaningful feedback – not simply praise for a right answer, assessment of learning – practicing their examination skills so that they can prepare for the pressure and understand disciplined revision techniques, and also assessment as learning – having them mark each others work so that they gain empathy whilst also learning from theirs and others mistakes.  The new Curriculum for Wales means that learning is viewed in a context of a non-linear perspective, this encourages us as educators to enhance our formative assessment skills as it is vital that we understand our learners understanding on an individual basis, not just whether a group of students have managed to memorise something.  This is supported by Furtaks claim that ‘prior studies have indicated that teachers who hold right-or-wrong visions of student thinking do not enact formative assessment as effectively as those who view student thinking as more of a continuum’ (Furtak,as cited in Furtak et al, 2012).  						909 words
Conclusion
In conclusion, the critical incident that I witnessed during my observations highlighted a number of pedagogical practices.  One of them being the behaviourism practices that allowed for a safe and comfortable classroom environment where learners felt confident to share their work with their peers knowing that they would be respected.  Another being the assessment strategies that allowed them to learn at the same time as checking their thorough understanding of what they had learnt.  Having looked at literature around these two elements of the incident, it is my intention to meaningfully include both into my personal pedagogical philosophy.  The literature has shown that the promise of reward or punishment can be an effective way of managing the classroom culture and environment.  The assessment strategy literature has made it explicitly clear that in order to understand how well your learners are comprehending something, it is important to give them the space to think aloud but also to ensure that they learn whilst being assessed. The critical incident has given me the opportunity to witness both of these strategies in use and the benefits that can be reaped for the learners when utilised effectively.  As I look to apply these strategies in my own practice, I will, of course, remember the warning in the literature, that simple praise is not enough, and that behaviourism blurs lines with a number of other approaches that have not been so thoughtfully researched.  It is therefore my intention to become a reflective practitioner and not fall into habits and assumptions but instead, critically examine my practice and reflect on why I am doing what I am, and evaluate if my procedures are the most suitable and appropriate methods, not just because it is necessary as part of the qualified teacher status and the Curriculum for Wales, but because it will ensure that I develop into the best educator I can possibly become.
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