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.
This work aims to describe, assess and evaluate a case study that observed ‘critical incidents’ in a classroom setting. The work aims to link identified critical incidents with learning theory, existing case studies, and government policy to suggest possible next teaching and learning steps in relation to each incident, and to enable myself as a prospective education practitioner to begin to develop my own pedagogic styles.  
‘Critical incidents’, first coined by Flanagan in 1945 but popularised by David Tripp in 1994, are not something which can be identified explicitly, rather a ‘critical incident’ is created on the basis of an ordinary, everyday incident in which an inquirer identifies research value or significance. (Tripp, 1994) Tripp claims “we can read any and everything that happens in a critical fashion.” (Tripp, 2012) Analysis of critical incidents allows teachers to reflect on both the way their peers teach and their own practice, thus enabling them to develop professionally. Teacher development is prompted through critical incidents as greater self-awareness is established, propelling evaluation of established habits and bringing teaching biases to light, thus leading to the teacher researching new techniques and improving their practice on the whole. (Joshi, K. R., 2018)
Links will be made throughout this work to key concepts and research such as Donaldson’s Four Purposes, the Curriculum for Wales 2022, Professional teaching standards for teaching in Wales in order to give the identified learning and teaching steps as much value and contemporary relevance as possible.

The role of critical reflection 
Gove claims that watching master practitioners in the classroom setting, and being observed yourself as an educational practitioner is the best way to attain classroom mastery. (Gove, 2010) Winch et al support this idea by arguing that effective teaching is developed through reflecting upon one’s practice and evaluating assumptions and values identified. (Winch et al. 2013).  
The Welsh Government's ‘New Deal for the education workforce’ sets out the Welsh Government’s aim to help education partitioners improve their practice in the ways most effective for their learners. The new deal presents the idea that the education workforce and practice as a whole in Wales can be significantly improved by giving practitioners the opportunity to reflect and coincidentally develop their practice. Amongst a number of suggestions to encourage reflective practice, the new deal proposed the creation of a ‘Professional Learning Passport’, which was to be created in cooperation with the Education Workforce Council. This document aims to support education practitioners in reflecting upon and developing their careers and deepening their understanding as to how they can act in the best interest of their learners under the evolving Curriculum for Wales. (Welsh Government,  2015) 

The suggestions made in the ‘New Deal for the education workforce’ document are reinforced in the ‘Professional Teaching Standards’, consequentially published by the Welsh Government in 2018 based on the curriculum reform. This document sets out the skills and behaviours that teachers and educational practitioners should aspire to attain to meet the needs of the new curriculum. One of the five professional standards, Professional Learning, outlines the need for the education workforce to continually widen knowledge and skills based on reflection and openness to change. (Welsh Government, 2018)

Given that reflection is key in developing within the school setting, effective teachers should consider how they can be more ‘open-minded’ to reflection. Thus it is important to consider reflective models which demonstrate to us effective reflection and provide structure to learning from reflection and experiences. Kolb’s experimental learning cycle suggests four steps to acquiring and making use of new knowledge. Their theory recommends experience, reflection, conceptualisation, and experimentation in improving teaching practice – learning occurs when experiences are reflected upon, leading to evaluation of theory and other ideas in the field, and thus the experimentation of new ideas. (Kolb, 1984) Partially based on Kolb’s learning cycle, one of the most widely used reflective models was penned by Graham Gibbs in 1988, where he noted 6 key stages of effective reflection; Description, Feelings, Evaluation, analysis, Conclusion, and Action Plan – this structure is particularly effective as a continual cycle of improvement and offers a deeper analysis than Kolb’s method as there are extra stages to prompt reflection and analysis. (Gibbs, 2013)

Context/Observation
BERA guidelines for research in the education sector outline all the expectations and responsibilities put on researchers in an educational setting. The “Privacy and data storage” section of these guidelines notes that confidential and anonymous use of participant data is required in both an individual and institutional context. Throughout this work, participant data will remain anonymous in interests of BERA guidelines. (BERA, 2018) 
Any critical incidents observed in this work are from recorded sessions, due to the COVID-19 pandemic and the delay in obtaining a DBS check, the University’s contingency plan was implemented for this work. The observation, and two critical incidents mentioned in this work, therefore, have been identified within two different school settings. The first observation was in a school with a class being led by a single teacher, the classroom seemed to be full of modern technology (interactive boards and new computers) and students were all in full uniform – including ties and blazers. Veblen's study suggests that clothing is often used as an embodiment of social-class identity. (Veblen, 1899) 


Critical Incident – Linked to Donaldson’s 4 purposes.
In Professor Donaldson’s review of curriculum and assessment in Wales, suggestions for the new ‘Curriculum for Wales 2022’ are proposed based on flaws identified in the current education system in Wales, and successful education systems around the world. One of the most prominent messages portrayed by Donaldson is the need for clear and straightforward aims of education in Wales, which every Welsh School should endeavour to meet. Four key purposes were developed by Donaldson and are central to the new curriculum for Wales, they denote that under the new curriculum all young people will be: Ambitious, capable learners; enterprising, creative contributors; ethical, informed citizens and healthy, confident individuals. Beneath each of the headings mentioned, a set of bullet points can be found which explain in further detail the meaning of each heading penned by Donaldson. (Donaldson, 2015)

The critical incident identified as part of this study was observed in a year 8 Mathematics lesson. The learners were solving problems using powers as part of the KS3 mathematics curriculum. In general, the classroom was very quiet during the observation; there wasn’t any interaction between students and there was very little interaction between the students and the teacher, with learners only speaking when called upon to answer a question. Learners were sat in a seating plan which appeared to be organised so that male students were sat next to female students, and vice versa. 

The incident occurred in the middle of the lesson, the teacher had explained the key aim of the lesson to the learners on the whiteboard before asking them to complete a set of questions from the textbook. One of the learners raised their hand to ask the teacher to clarify which parts of the question they should write down in their exercise books; whether they should include their workings-out or just the final answer. Midway through the question, the learner was interrupted by the teacher who tried to answer the query prematurely and consequentially didn’t address the learner's query at all. The learner then had to restart their question and finish the question so that the teacher could help them with their expectations for this particular task. The teacher responded by stating that full workings-out should be shown in the learner's exercise book before continuing with the lesson without offering an apology for the misinterpretation nor the interruption. The teacher’s response to the learner was fairly short, and following the incident, the student looked down and carried on with their work in silence. 

In terms of Donaldson’s four purposes of the curriculum, it could be argued that this incident does not advocate the needs of the new curriculum in Wales. It may be that the teacher in this instance did not create a learning environment where ‘ambitious, capable learners who are questioning…’ are nurtured. Neither, some might suggest, has the teacher in this instance supported the development of ‘healthy, confident individuals who build upon their mental and emotional well-being by developing confidence’. 
Learner Engagement
During the lesson observations, several potential areas of research sprung to mind. Thus, the aim of this section is to identify and develop these areas of research, and to analyse relevant literature concerning the chosen critical incident. Through doing this, a better understanding will be achieved surrounding how teaching can be advanced in order to better nurture Wales’ young learners (based on Donaldson’s four purposes), and therefore meet the needs of the new curriculum for Wales. This will be achieved by looking at three key areas within this section of the work; the impact of the critical incident on the learners in the classroom, the impact of the critical incident on the individual learner, and the behavioural expectations of an education practitioner in Wales. 

Following the critical incident, the learner looked disheartened by the teacher’s reaction to his query and did not contribute to the lesson any further. It is important to question how this learner’s, and other learners’ education could have been affected by the critical incident, and more specifically, their engagement with the lesson content. Engagement is considered by some researchers as multidimensional – behavioural, emotional, and cognitive. Emotional engagement refers to positive and negative reactions to teachers and is strongly linked with motivation and willingness to complete classroom activities. (Fredrick’s, Blumenfield and Paris, 2004) It also has been acknowledged that a factor that can lead to student disengagement within the classroom is when learners feel unsupported, isolated and when the teacher’s role is predominantly to ‘direct and control’. (Murray, 2004) 
There is extensive research in the field of education which supports the view that students gain more from the classroom environment when they are actively engaged, rather than simply observing a lecture-style lesson. This idea is increasingly recognised within the mathematics classroom according to research, where typically participation and discussion are not commonplace. (Ing, Webb, Franke, Turrou, Wong, Shin & Fernandez, 2015)
Lack of student participation in the classroom might not be surprising to some, as a common criticism of the current curriculum in England and Wales is that it is not effective due to the large amount of there is content to learn. In his review of the current curriculum for Wales, Donaldson claims that the curriculum is overcrowded and unwieldy. Consequentially, there is little time for learners to develop skills and process information, rather they are expected to memorise and regurgitate content. (Donaldson, 2015) 
It is suggested that although it is difficult to stimulate active processing of information rather than passive reception, teachers can encourage this process through their teaching methods and classroom environment. (Lujan and DiCarlo, 2006).  Based on the above, it could be argued that it is in both the teacher’s and the learner’s best interests to maintain a positive and mutually respectful relationship within the classroom environment, to promote positive emotional engagement, which could lead to better attainment in the classroom. 



Learner Well-Being / Positive Classroom Environment
The learner’s reaction to the critical incident led me to consider the emotional needs of learners in the classroom, which are often underestimated in relation to academic performance, despite the fact that there is evidence that shows that emotion is very much intertwined with the learning process.  (Weiss, 2000) When a learner has a negative feeling in the education environment, their brain shifts its energy from the prefrontal cortex to the reptilian brain, where generally they are put into survival mode. This part of the brain being engaged does not promote optimal learning conditions. On the other hand, when learners feel positive, energy is shifted to the frontal lobe, aiding them in thinking clearly and at more academic levels. (Cash, 2014)
Maslow’s hierarchy of needs denotes to educational practitioners a series of needs the learner must have satisfied before they are able to access their full potential. Although Maslow’s theory is aimed for use at a societal level, the school environment can be considered as a microcosm of society for learners, and so Maslow’s theory can be applied to some extent. (Battalio, 2005) The needs are organised in a pyramid, the bottom layers of the pyramid representing fundamental, physical needs (air, food, water), and safety needs (at home and in the classroom). The top layers represent love and belonging (do learners have friends?), Esteem (are teachers giving feedback to promote self-esteem?) and finally the very top of the pyramid represents self-actualisation - If all the above needs are met, they can achieve their full potential according to theory. (Maslow, 1943) The needs denoted by Maslow are both physical and emotional, and according to Maslow’s theory, in order for learners’ full potential to be reached, emotional needs must also be considered and met. 
Furthermore, Within Donaldson’s successful futures report, a section is dedicated to the use of effective pedagogy in the school environment, and how this has a critical effect on the learners and their education. Donaldson notes that good teaching supports social and emotional development and that practitioners should be aware and responsive to learners’ emotional needs because learners learn more quickly when they experience positive emotions in the classroom. (Donaldson, 2015. Pg. 69)
It also is worth noting that the Professional Standards for Teaching in Wales highlight under the pedagogical standards that teachers should expect learners to offer their views in order to help inform all stages of learning, and that learners should be made more responsible for leading their own learning. This can be done through the collection of feedback and student reflection to identify gaps in learning. (Welsh Government, 2019) 
There is a heavy emphasis placed on the well-being of learners within the new curriculum provision, and so one could infer that the creation of a positive classroom environment is crucial in order to provide good teaching standards in Wales. In the critical incident observed, it is noted that the learning environment was not explicitly positive.
Having said that, how can this be achieved? It has been offered that to create a positive classroom environment, teachers must explain to learners their expectations and why these are important. Students also should have a place in the creation of these expectations, allowing them to become stakeholders in their own learning. (Andrew, 2008) Inviting and colourful classrooms are key in creating a positive learning environment. Word walls and effective wall displays serve as motivational tools for students and increase motivation and productivity within the classroom. (Blair, 2008)

Role of the teacher and Effective Practise. 
The role of the teacher within the classroom and the way in which they deliver their lessons varies widely throughout each classroom as teachers develop their own styles of teaching. (Cano, J., Garton, B. L., & Raven, M. R. 1992) Having said that, what does effective practice look like? How can teachers best influence their learners? 

In a study conducted by Barbara N. Allison & Marsha L. Rehm, a number of teaching techniques were put to a sample of teachers in a socio-economically diverse area of the USA. The teachers were asked to rate the effectiveness of each technique from 1 (being least useful) to 5 (being very effective). The results of this survey show which of the strategies the teachers found most effective on average. The most highly rated teaching technique according to this study was the use of visuals, which aid understanding and act as visual stimuli for learners. (Alison and Rehm, 2007) It is acknowledged that this technique is especially effective with those students who use English as an additional language, as the visuals aid these students in attaching meaning to concepts. (Curtin, 2006)
[bookmark: _GoBack]Another teaching technique that is valued highly amongst this sample of teachers is the use of paired work/peer tutoring within the classroom. This strategy refers to pairing two learners of different backgrounds or ability allowing for the students to become a resource for each other, developing their leadership skills, enhancing team working skills, and building upon self-confidence and self-esteem. (Webb, 1988)
In a Welsh context, the quality of teaching in Wales was sub-standard under the previous standards, which included teaching structured lessons, understanding the national education policy, and managing learning time effectively. Estyn, the company which inspects teaching and training in Wales, noted that the quality of teaching in Wales was weak and that the role of the education practitioner needed to be rethought. (Hume, 2017)
The Education Secretary and Welsh Government’s response to the issue of effective practice are found within their new curriculum framework. They claim that effective practice in the education environment should revolve around five professional standards that teachers should aim to exemplify in their everyday practice. These include Pedagogy, Leadership, Innovation, and Professional Learning. Under each standard, a set of aims can be found which describe how practitioners can meet the standards. These standards describe how the Welsh Government aims to make an effective education system in Wales through the behaviour of its practitioners. (Welsh Government, 2019)
Many would support the Welsh Governments decision to improve the education system through improving the performance of its practitioners. Some have argued that teacher passion and enthusiasm have positive links to classroom motivation and thus student attainment. (Ismail and Hayes, 2005). Similarly, Fullerton made links between pupil motivation and teacher passion to show how teachers made positive and productive relationships with their learners. His research aids in explaining how the role of the teacher is so influential on a child’s overall development. (Fullerton, 2008). 

Reflection
This section of the assignment will be structured by Gibbs’ reflective cycle, which was penned by Graham Gibbs in 1988. The purpose of Gibbs’ cycle is to help people learn from situations through structured reflection. (Gibbs, 1988)
As part of the module ‘Who am I teaching?’, I was required to carry out a series of classroom observations from which I was able to identify a number of incidents that had the potential to be developed into ‘critical incidents’ and thus, had research value. Of the incidents observed, I chose one to develop as part of this assignment. The critical incident chosen happened within a KS3 mathematics classroom, where the learners were learning how to work with powers and were completing activities from the whiteboard. One of the students raised their hands to ask a question to the teacher after being asked to complete a set of questions. The teacher called the learner's name and asked them what was wrong but did not listen to the learner’s full query before interrupting and attempting to answer the question. The teacher did not provide enough clarification for the learner, consequentially the learner had to ask the teacher the question again in full this time.
Prior to the incident, the classroom environment didn’t feel explicitly positive. Having said that, learners did openly contribute to the lesson by raising their hands and answering questions. Following the incident, the learner appeared to be taken aback by the interruption, and they certainly did not engage as much in the remainder of the lesson following the incident. 

This experience was an eye-opener for me. Although, I did not have the same experience as the rest of my peers due to the COVID-19 pandemic, which meant I was unable to attend a local school. Upon reflection, this wasn’t necessarily a bad thing because I was able to see a much wider variety of lessons through watching lessons online. I watched lessons of different subjects, from schools in different socio-economic backgrounds and even different countries. Having said that, I was unable to experience the ‘hidden curriculum’ within the classroom through watching recordings of lessons, and so it was not possible to incorporate this within my research. As I wasn’t in the actual classroom, I was also unable to ask for clarification in terms of how students were feeling, which I think would certainly have enriched my research. 

The experience was certainly positive for me as it enabled me to think about how I will act as an educational practitioner in the future, and allowed me to empathise with the learners through observation. Furthermore, several relevant avenues were opened up for exploration, and as a result, I learnt a lot about new policies and theory as a result. I was able to spend some time looking at the positive and negative effects this critical incident could have had on learner engagement and learner wellbeing, which I potentially would not have done as the person leading the class. I have been made to realise how important learner wellbeing and engagement are, and these will be critical factors within my classroom in the future as a result of this study. This experience, as well as the ways in which teachers in Wales are now expected to practice their craft under the new Welsh curriculum, will affect how I behave as a future educational practitioner.
I hope to continue to research these areas and discover teaching techniques and classroom activities that promote learner wellbeing and engagement. When I begin my placement, I aim to implement some of these techniques, as well as ensuring that my classroom is as positive as possible through showing my passion for the profession and my subject. I would also like to carry out more lesson observations and look for critical incidents within them which could lead to research. I would ensure that I was able to attend the school in person to do this so that I would be able to experience the hidden curriculum and more of the school and the classroom activities which aren’t seen from behind a camera and might lead to research in different areas of school life.

Conclusion
On the whole, I feel that the approach I have taken in this research task was successful. The observation of classroom lessons and identification of incidents with research value was beneficial in terms of making links between theory I had learnt in University and actual practice. The three areas identified within the literature review for further research were relevant and provided clarity in my head in terms of the effect of the critical incident on its stakeholders. I have ensured to reference the Welsh Government's new curriculum framework, and also the professional standards for leaders and teachers in Wales throughout. These standards are most relevant in terms of the critical incident identified in this study, as they highlight how teachers should practice in order to be most effective in Wales. The pedagogy section of the standards, for example, highlights how education practitioners should influence learners and their peers by encouraging learners to lead their learning, reflect effectively and listen to their learners. There is also a focus on well-being within the new curriculum, in fact, it is regarded to have such high importance it is given its own area of learning and experience amongst literacy and numeracy. It is acknowledged that good well-being is critical for learners to attain in the school setting. 
I would also argue that through this assignment, I have been enabled to work on one of my professional standards already, under the professional learning section. This section of the standards states that teachers should constantly look to widen their knowledge of educational theories and techniques, and explains how research-informed practice is always most effective. 






OBSERVATION / FIELD NOTES

Record 1
	Date and time, year group: Year 8 Maths - 2013


	Where and When: Context of the observation – subject/AOLE, general classroom context

Year 8, KS3 Maths lesson – Learning about solving problems using powers. 
Boy – Girl seating plan? 
Very quiet classroom with no interaction between students and very little interaction between teacher and students – only speaking when called upon for answers. 


	What happened: a detailed description of the critical incident(the more detail the better to refer to in your later work)
· Learner asked teacher question about which set of questions they were answering for clarification but was interrupted by the teacher before he could finish his question, which led to the teacher answering the wrong question and the learner having to ask again. The teacher’s response was very short and the student looked down and carried on with their work.
· Learners not allowed to speak or discuss when working. Very much a question and answer session – the teacher would ask the students to complete a set of questions in silence and would then call upon them for answers at random after a set amount of time doing the questions. 


	Areas of possible exploration: what you think could be” under the hood” in these incidents? What avenues of research could you consider?

Interruption 
Making learners feel inferior and unvalued and as though they cannot be curious or ask questions. The Pedagogy section of the Professional Teaching Standards places heavy emphasis on the four purposes of education outlined in the Welsh Curriculum. The summary of the four purposes notes that schools should aim to create a curriculum that, amongst other things, “Draws on learner's voice and responds to learners needs”. 
The professional standards for teaching in Wales also note under the Pedagogy section that the teacher must “demonstrate a willingness to seek, listen to and take account of the views of learners in order to engage and encourage them as active participants in their own learning”. 

No conversation
Not promoting learning from peers and social learning. Lev Vygotsky in their Social Learning Theory says that “we learn from our interactions and communications with others. – Teachers can create a learning environment by encouraging discussion, collaboration, and feedback. 
Emphasis is placed on ‘Socratic dialogue’ - the classroom experience is a shared dialogue between teacher and students in which both are responsible for pushing the dialogue forward through questioning.



	Notes: any details you can note (is it a busy environment, is it after lunch, are there lots of distractions, are directions made explicit - the more you can refer to the better here)
· Lesson observation was filmed in 2013 and not necessarily in Wales – meaning that the curriculum would have been different and Welsh Curriculum aims may not have applied in this instance. 


Record 2
	Date and time, year group: Year 12 English Lesson – 2010. 


	Where and When: Context of the observation – subject/AOLE, general classroom context

Small A-Level English lesson (only around 8/9 pupils) looking at characters in the play King Lear and the forces acting upon the characters making them act in the way they were.
Very relaxed feeling in the classroom on the whole – students weren’t sat in any sort of seating plan and the teacher was sat down while explaining the task. 


	What happened: a detailed description of the critical incident(the more detail the better to refer to in your later work)

· Pupils looked initially disengaged and bored until the teacher explained the task for the day to them – the teacher stated that the ‘hands-on’ and ‘fun’ task would help them to visualize the play in a different but still constructive way. 
· The students were presented with a large piece of paper, they were split into two groups and given a marker pen. The teacher asked them to pick one person from the group to lie on the piece of paper and for another to draw around their body with the marker pen – leaving them with an outline of a body on the piece of paper. Each group was given a character from the play and they were tasked with filling the outside of the outline of their body with external forces acting on their chosen character, and inside the outline of their body with internal forces acting upon their chosen character. 


	Areas of possible exploration: what you think could be” under the hood” in these incidents? What avenues of research could you consider?

· Discussion between pupils was instantly heightened as they worked on their outlines – the groups discussed and shared ideas within their groups and then the groups shared their ideas with the other group once they had finished. A hands-on task in a typically ‘written’ or ‘essay based’ subject engaged students?
· A good example of the constructivist theory of learning – can be described as active learning rather than passive teacher talk. Piaget's theory encourages hands-on learning, believed that knowledge is constructed by interaction with other individuals and shared experiences. 
· Pedagogy section of professional standards for teaching in Wales also places emphasis on ‘Blended learning experiences’, stating that teachers should ‘understand the selection, use, and justification of a range of imaginative teaching approaches for the benefit of each learner’ – This lesson idea struck me as imaginative because this wasn’t something I experienced typically in my English Lessons in school and I’m sure a lot of people would relate to this – nice to see blended learning method in typically essay based lesson. 


	Notes: any details you can note (is it a busy environment, is it after lunch, are there lots of distractions, are directions made explicit - the more you can refer to the better here)

N/A. 






Record 3
	Date and time, year group: Year 12 English


	Where and When: Context of the observation – subject/AOLE, general classroom context

Small A-Level English lesson (only around 8/9 pupils) looking at characters in the play King Lear and the forces acting upon the characters making them act in the way they were.
Very relaxed feeling in the classroom on the whole – students weren’t sat in any sort of seating plan and the teacher was sat down while explaining the task. 


	What happened: a detailed description of the critical incident(the more detail the better to refer to in your later work)
· The teacher talked students through instructions for the lessons from behind her desk while sat down. The students sat in a semi-circle around the teacher’s desk also on chairs. The students sat and listened, and understood the task effectively. When the students were asked to begin the task, the teacher stood up and made her way around each group asking what they had done so far. 


	Areas of possible exploration: what you think could be” under the hood” in these incidents? What avenues of research could you consider?

The teacher sat down while teaching
This struck me as odd because traditionally teachers stand in front of the class while explaining instructions and teaching their lessons. This led me to wonder whether the school environment needed to be so formal and whether schools need to be so structured and formal. 
I also wondered whether students learnt better when they didn’t feel as though there was such a massive authoritative difference between teachers and their learners. 

Learners not wearing school uniform.
This lesson was the only lesson I observed where the learners were not dressed in a school uniform. I wondered whether this had a positive effect in that the students felt less restricted and there was a feeling of mutual trust between the school and the students. I also wondered whether this decision was made based on the socio-economic situation in the area the school is located. 
Having said that, research by Rachel Seigel showed that 85% of headteachers had reported that using school uniforms had increased classroom discipline. 


	Notes: any details you can note (is it a busy environment, is it after lunch, are there lots of distractions, are directions made explicit - the more you can refer to the better here)
· Lesson observation was filmed in 2013 and not necessarily in Wales – meaning that the curriculum would have been different and Welsh Curriculum aims may not have applied in this instance. 
· Socio-economic factors could not be accounted for within this incident as I was unable to attend the school due to the COVID pandemic and so I was unable to attain the name or location of the school. 
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