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Reflective practice is as important during initial teacher education, as throughout the rest of a teacher’s practice. This assignment provides student teachers the opportunity to observe teaching practice and to use incidents in the classroom that they deem to be ‘critical’ as a basis of reflection and an opportunity to gain further insight into the area of educational theory they have observed. 

Tripp asserted that many models of reflection were rendered ineffective by the absence of a ‘critical incident’ to reflect upon. He describes critical incidents as ‘mostly straightforward accounts of very commonplace events that occur in routine professional practice’ (Tripp, 2012 p24). It is how they are viewed and analysed that makes them critical. 

Therefore, an incident chosen for reflection does not need to meet the standard definition of ‘critical’ and therefore be at ‘a point of crisis, or have the potential to become disastrous’ (Oxford Dictionary of English p1048). The test is subjective and one practitioner’s definition of an incident as critical does not necessarily make it so for another. Critical incidents can therefore vary from, ‘trifle and insignificant ones to extremely important’ (Angelides, 2004, cited by Voulgari and Koutraba, 2021 p4) and are also ‘personal to an individual’ (Bruster & Peterson, 2013 p172).

However, although they can stem from seemingly minor interactions, they can have a significant impact upon a practitioner’s reflective practice and have been referred to as such as ‘crystalising experiences’ (Walters & Gardner, 1986, cited by Brandenburg, 2021 p17) and ‘pillars of reflective analysis’ (Voulgari and Koutrouba, 2021 p4).

However, although critical incident methodology is commonly adopted in education, the theory is not without its detractors. For example, it is contended there are too many definitions and notions of reflection that are often vaguely expressed, and experiences can be ‘confusing’ for teachers participating in studies (Voulgari and Koutraba, 2021 p2). Such a lack of uniformity in approach and potential confusion could lead to different results and make comparisons difficult. 

Moreover, although a wide definition has been afforded to critical incidents, there appears to be a tendency for practitioners to reference incidents that have some degree of severity or urgency, and a greater inclination to include negative rather than positive experiences (Brandendburg, 2020). They have also been defined as a ‘significant event’ in a teacher’s experience causing a ‘state of disequilibrium’ (McGarr & McCormack, 2015 p39 & 40). These definitions suggest that chosen incidents may be skewed towards negative and significant ones rather than positive and mundane. Such an approach could skew research and is an area for further review and reflection. Another potential issue requiring further exploration is the concern that teaching practitioners often lie in response to critical incidents (Argyropolou, 2020).

However, I am still satisfied that critical incident methodology remains an effective form of reflective practice. I am also satisfied with Tripp’s broad definition, and the incident I chose for reflection was indeed a positive and mundane one. 

It is hard to understate the importance of critical reflection for teachers and their practice. Reflection in teaching practice has been described as a ’valuable tool’ enabling teachers to comprehend on a deeper level and then to change cognitively and apply those changes into their practice (Voulgari & Koutrouba, 2021 p1). It has also been submitted that after reflection, a teacher is able to not only learn but to modify their teaching (Kossakowska-Pisarek, 2020 p95), and that ‘routine action will develop only from reflective action’ meaning that even straightforward tasks can go awry if their meaning and rationale is ignored (McGregor, 2011 p19).

Dewey (1910) states that reflection involves ‘active, persistent and careful consideration’ of evidence and that the three main attributes of a reflective practitioner were open-mindedness of ideas, responsibility to be aware of the consequences of their actions and whole-heartedness to seek out and engage with fresh ideas. Furthermore, Dewey is stated to have said that ‘we do not learn from an experience … we learn from reflecting on an experience,’ which further highlights the importance of reflective practice in education. Despite general attribution to Dewey, my research suggests this is not in fact a direct quote, but is instead an amalgamation of his pronouncements. In my view, despite the advanced age of some of these pronouncements, those on reflection have a timeless quality and are just as important today as when they were first uttered.  

There are several potential models available for use in reflective practice, including Schon’s ‘reflection in action’ model (1978), Kolb’s theory of experiential learning (1984), Gibbs’ six-staged cycle (1988) and the work of Pollard (2005). I am particularly taken with the cyclical nature of many of these theories, because although they differentiate in approach and application, they all provide explicit opportunities for practitioners to reflect on their practice and knowledge, establish deficiencies to be addressed, and then apply what is learnt during the reflection to future practical scenarios in the classroom, therefore completing the cycle. 

A point of future reflection would be to afford myself the time to explore these, and other theories further, however for the purpose of this reflection I have chosen to focus on the work of Pollard. Pollard’s theory, as described by McGregor (2011, pp18-19), involves a cyclical process requiring scaffolding at certain points and the express involvement of colleagues. Pollard does not underestimate the rigours of reflective teaching, emphasises that simply using common sense is insufficient and that evidence gathering, research and obtaining critiques from colleagues is required. His seven key characteristics resonated when considering the various models, and it is noteworthy that Dewey’s key fundamentals are enshrined within these characteristics. 

The role of the teacher and the teaching profession itself, is constantly evolving and reflection has arguably never been more important. The Professional Standards for Teaching and Leadership (Welsh Government, 2019), establish five professional standards, with 32 subsidiary strands, many of which refer to reflective practice.  

The ‘Professional Learning’ standard is the most prominent to incorporate reflection, and although there is not a strand referring directly to reflection, when the standard is introduced, a teacher must, amongst other things, ‘show how reflection and openness to challenge and support informs professional learning to progressively develop pedagogy.’ Moreover, reflection is referred to under the ‘Collaboration’ standard, which stipulates that practitioners seek advice and support from colleagues, and under the ‘Professional Learning’ standard, which mandates that practitioners engage with wider reading and research, professional networks and in ongoing learning and development. 

Practitioners in Wales must therefore adopt an open and reflective outlook on their practice and engage with fellow professionals to allow opportunities for cross-reflection. Furthermore, the issue of reflection for learners is also referenced in several strands, particularly within ‘Reflection on Learning’ found under ‘Pedagogy: Influencing Learners.’

These Standards are designed to act as a beacon of best practice to usher in a new era of education in Wales, and reflective practice is interwoven into these Standards. The Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2021a) therefore clearly envisages that effective teachers must also be reflective ones and the use of reflection by teachers in Wales is therefore only going to increase in importance. 

Before providing information regarding the observation, the relevant ethical guidelines (BERA, 2018) were reviewed, particularly the principles of respecting privacy and social responsibility. Therefore, names have been anonymised and care taken to ensure participants cannot be identified by association or inference. Although only essential information can be revealed, certain information was deemed necessary to provide a contextual basis for the observation, because these factors can impact upon the observation and the outcome of the reflections. 

The observation took place in a mixed-gender English-medium primary school in Swansea with 627 registered pupils aged between 3 and 11 (Welsh Government, 2021b). The school is organised into 18 full-time mainstream classes, two specialist teaching facility classes and further part-time provision for nursery children.  

13.4% of children are eligible for free school meals which is lower than the Welsh average of 21.3%. 17.4 % of children speak English as an additional language which is higher than the Welsh average of 6% (Statistics from Welsh Government, 2021b).

A review of the school’s most recent Estyn report was undertaken (Estyn, 2013), however due to its age, the information contained within it is of questionable relevance. 

The observation took place in a Year 6 class taught by Mr X, over two consecutive days during September. Whilst observing, I was conscious of my privileged position and of the need to respect the difficulty and intensity of the job being undertaken by Mr X. I was also aware of the need to observe and reflect upon the incident in a personal capacity as a student teacher.

I considered three potential critical incidents (notes to be found in the Appendices), however the critical incident I chose was observed during a one-hour period during the morning on the first day (Appendix 2). 

The critical incident was the use by Mr X, of formative assessment strategies across two consecutive lessons, one cross-curricular and one numeracy. Firstly, Mr X had retained the children’s books from the previous lesson, reviewed the work and written a combination of feedback comments as well as DIN’s (Do It Now’s) which gave instructions to the children to complete follow-up work. The procedure, which the learners were aware of, was that they must read, action, discuss and initial each comment and DIN at the start of the lesson. This process ensured that a review was undertaken by Mr X, feedback was given in a timely manner, and there was a process to ensure the children engaged with this feedback and completed further tasks.

During the next lesson, children were given a whiteboard and Mr X asked questions to check the learners’ understanding of previous learning by requesting that they write their answers on their whiteboards and simultaneously show them to him. Answers were checked, with some points being addressed by Mr X where the level of understanding was insufficient. This technique was preferable to random questioning as it allowed all children to answer. It was also preferable to a show of hands which only allows an affirmative or negative answer and can be inaccurate, as learners may be reluctant to admit amongst their peers that they do not know the answer. 

The incident was made more interesting by the fact that the following day I observed the class undertaking several online summative assessments in relation to literacy and numeracy. 

There are now four fundamental purposes (Donaldson, 2015) embedded within the Curriculum for Wales and it is submitted that the most relevant to assessment is to ensure that learners can set themselves high standards, build up a body of knowledge, and are therefore ambitious capable learners, ready to learn throughout their lives. It is submitted that appropriate and effective testing, administered in the correct manner at the correct time, is a key method of ensuring this purpose is met.  

Formative assessment is also linked to the twelve pedagogical principles (Donaldson, 2015) with one specifically advocating that teachers, ‘use assessment for learning to accelerate progress.’ Donaldson confirms that all his recommendations are not intended to be prescriptive and that, ‘decisions about teaching and learning are very context and purpose specific and are best taken by the teacher themselves.’ However, the specific reference to assessment for learning, is in my opinion a positive approval of such practice and therefore something that all teachers must now properly consider.  

Furthermore, the Curriculum for Wales specifically defines the purpose of assessment as being, ‘to support the progression of each individual learner’ Therefore, summative assessment at the end of a topic to establish what was learnt before moving on, would not satisfy this purpose.  Any assessments would, in some way, need to support the learner’s progression and not simply assess what they have learned. 

As well as being intrinsically linked to the Curriculum for Wales, any consideration of assessment must consider the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989), particularly the Article 28 overarching right to education and the more specific goals of education in Article 29. Therefore, any assessment must play a role in the development of ‘every child’s...talents and abilities to the full.’ 

The first point of reflection was to understand the exact definition of formative assessment. Although the phrase ‘formative assessment’ can be linked back to Scriven (1967, cited by Wiliam, 2006 p1) who established the general concepts of formative and summative assessment, the distinction between the two focused primarily on when the assessment was undertaken. However, formative assessment is now a more advanced and refined concept and has been recently and comprehensively defined by the Assessment Reform Group as ‘the process of seeking and interpreting evidence for use by learners and their teachers, to identify where the learners are in their learning, where they need to go and how best to get there’ (ARG, 2002). 

Moreover, Boyle and Charles (2013, p10) contend that formative assessment is more than simply assessment that assists learning, but that the teacher must also be always able to grasp the level of the learner’s comprehension. Wiliam further assists by explaining that assessment will become formative when the ‘evidence is actually used to adapt the teaching work to meet the needs’ (Black and Wiliam 1998 p2) and that any decisions made are likely to be ‘better, or be better founded,’ than they would have been without the use of the evidence (Black & Wiliam, 2009). Therefore, considering these definitions, summative assessment can be described as assessment of learning, whereas formative assessment can be described as assessment for learning. 

Four key elements of formative assessment have been outlined (Black et al, 2002). Firstly questioning, which requires teachers to actively use questioning to gauge the learner’s knowledge. Secondly, feedback through marking is where teachers provide comments to learners appraising them of their progress. Thirdly, peer and self-assessment encourages learners to review their own work, and the work of other learners. Finally, summative assessments test knowledge and understanding to consider the effectiveness of lessons and assist in planning the next steps. 

It has also been suggested that the learning autonomy of children is significantly engaged in formative assessment (Hargreaves, 2013) and that the feedback element can not only come from any classroom dialogue but that many formative assessment strategies will actively increase opportunities for dialogue to occur (Priestly and Sime, 2005).

It is therefore my view that formative assessment is an intuitive process that signifies good teaching practice, as it ensures that information regarding the learner’s progress is gauged at relevant intervals throughout the learning process and this information is used to inform that process. Furthermore, detailed, constructive feedback, provided to learners at appropriate intervals will naturally have a positive impact on their learning experience. 

However, is formative assessment simply an idea that appears to makes sense, or has it been shown to work in practice. Black and Wiliam (1998) were able to demonstrate that significant improvements in learner achievement was possible when formative assessment was used. All studies referred to in their seminal text state that an increased use of formative assessment results in ‘significant, and often substantial gains.’ Furthermore, they suggest that amongst other benefits, it has a disproportionately positive impact on lower attainers, and can therefore close the gap between learners, as well as lifting class attainment overall. 

As the authors accept, these are ‘bold claims’ (Black, P et al, 2003, p3), however they affirm that, ‘significant learning gains could lie within our grasp,’ (Black and Wiliam, 1998, p4) if schools embrace the sustained use of formative assessment. 

My research has highlighted that much of the available literature on the topic of formative assessment is dominated by a small number of highly influential educational theorists, and their theories appear to be the accepted mainstream doctrine for the educational community, enjoying tremendous support both in academia and in practice. At first sight such a paucity of dissent is likely to be cause for celebration, suggesting that formative assessment does work and should therefore be a part of every teacher’s approach. However, it is important that with all educational theories, even one that enjoys such widespread support, that research into the area is actively encouraged and that any dissenting research is properly considered. 

In terms of some of the dissenting voices that I have uncovered, Andersson and Palm (2017 pp92 & 93) have highlighted educational researchers who have questioned the quality of certain studies, with criticisms ranging from the fact that some formative assessment initiatives have not resulted in increased achievement (Bennett, 2011), that some studies are brief (Dignath & Buttner, 2008) and that there is a lack of study into professional programmes for developing formative assessment and their specific impact on achievement (Schneider & Randel, 2010). Anderson & Palm (2017) further state that in practice, due to the sheer number of variable factors in an actual classroom it can never be said categorically that any outcome was the result of the intervention that is being studied. 

Therefore, a significant learning and reflection point is that all educational theories, even those that appear as instinctive and effective as formative assessment, will attract dissenting voices, and it is important to adopt a sceptical approach when deciding which theories to implement within your own practice. The potential positives and negatives must always be considered and if a strategy is implemented, then there must be continued reflection on whether that strategy is working. 

Given that there is empirical evidence to support the use of formative assessment, I have considered what level of engagement with the key principles is necessary to obtain the improvements referred to. Indeed, studies have identified several issues in relation to the four key elements of formative assessment referred to above, and potential improvement points have also been considered (Black et al, 2002). 

Firstly, any questioning will be more effective if open questions are asked and if learners are allowed greater wait time after questions are asked, because the studies conclude that closed questioning with short wait times encourage answers that can be easily memorised.  In relation to feedback, its nature is important and constructive comments made by teachers are far more important than any mark or grade. Comments should help learners understand what they have learnt, provide guidance on improvement and a chance for the learners to have follow-up comments. Learners must be aware of the correct criteria and method for self-reflection and should be taught how to assess the work of their peers. It is acknowledged that it is unrealistic to expect that summative assessments will cease, but learners must be involved in such assessment and understand its role. 

Furthermore, a further study has shown that whilst feedback is a vital component of formative assessment, it can in fact frustrate the learning experience if it is considered overly directive or burdensome (Hargreaves, 2013). Although this study involved a small sample in one school, it does raise an interesting conclusion that learners and teachers, should be jointly involved in the formative assessment process. Therefore, successful implementation of formative assessment involves more than simply a change in ‘surface behaviours’ and instead changes to ‘normative orientations’ (Gardner, 2006 pp28 & 29). 

Therefore, if a teacher was to ask questions with insufficient wait times, provide only brief or insufficient feedback, engage in peer and self-assessment where the learners had not been properly taught, and if learners were not actively involved in the provision of summative testing, then even though that teacher could properly assert that he was using formative assessment techniques, he could not expect to see the expected improvements, because those techniques were not being properly implemented. 

Therefore, given that I am convinced of the efficacy of formative assessment and that I wish for my future classroom to be a space where formative assessment practices are integrated, I need to ensure that I take heed of the recommendations of the relevant theorists to ensure that such practices are implemented properly and to their full potential. 

It is now necessary to take the knowledge garnered from my research and apply it critically to the real-life incident I observed within Mr X’s classroom. 

I have chosen to reference Pollard in my reflection, and attempted to incorporate as many of his seven key principles as possible. As well as these principles, Pollard also identifies four skills that must be utilised by the reflective practitioner, namely reviewing research, gathering evidence, analysis, and evaluation. Because, unless the practitioner is competent in these skills then ‘progressive development of higher standards of teaching’ will not be supported (Pollard, 2019 p89). Pollard’s model is a contemporary one that I would wish to adopt in my own practice, however given the specificity of some of the principles, not all would be applicable to observing students. However, I still considered the principles, skills and approach advocated by Pollard to be appropriate here, as use of them now in my training, will make engagement with all the elements easier when I am in practice.

When reflecting upon Mr X’s practices I was therefore able to focus on the aims of his use of formative assessment, which would be to assist the progress of his children, and I ensured to use both evidence and research. Moreover, this was carried out whilst keeping in mind Dewey’s fundamental principles (Dewey, 1910). I believe such an approach allowed me to conduct my reflection in an informed, even-handed, and pragmatic way. 

I did not feel I was able to incorporate a truly cyclical approach however, because even though I could use my reflection at some point in the future, it could not be fed immediately into current practice. Furthermore, given the nature of the reflection I would not be collaborating with others or redeveloping my practice by creatively integrating external frameworks. However, such aspects will be enthusiastically embraced when I am in practice. 

I will therefore consider Mr X’s actions in relation to the four key elements of formative assessment whilst also having regard to the principles of reflection. 

In relation to questions asked by Mr X, only a short period of ‘wait time’ was allowed before asking the children to reveal their answers, and the questions were short, closed questions. On a strict application of the guidance, this would not fit the best practice model, however I would not adversely comment, as the task was, by nature, meant to be fast-paced, and the information Mr X was asking the children to recall was relatively basic and could be expected to be recalled, if known, within a short period. Moreover, I had not had an opportunity to observe Mr X questioning his learners in other circumstances.  

In relation to feedback provided by Mr X, from what I observed, the quality was high. The comments and ‘DIN’s’ provided detailed comment in relation to progress, commented on areas to improve and gave the learners the opportunity to consider the comments and discuss them with Mr X.

In relation to self and peer-assessment, there was an element of self-assessment included, however perhaps this could be strengthened. The comments provided, could have been accompanied by questions to establish the thoughts of the children regarding their progress, which would force the children to not only consider Mr X’s comments but to consider their own views of the work. There also did not appear to be scope for peer-assessment, therefore again a suggestion could be for Mr X to include an instruction within his comments for the children to discuss their work with their peers. It may be that Mr X adequately satisfies this element in another form at another time, however it could be that this is an area of formative assessment that Mr X could expand upon. This could be by teaching the children how to properly assess their peers work, and regularly incorporating such assessment into lessons. 

In relation to the formative use of summative assessment, although I have referred to the children undertaking summative tests during my period of observation, these tests were mandated by Welsh Government and would therefore not come under this heading. I am therefore unable to comment on the use of this element by Mr X, and would need to observe him for a longer period before this would be possible.

In terms of personal reflection, upon observing Mr X’s use of formative assessment and my own research, I am more than persuaded that when used in the correct way in the correct circumstances, formative assessment has an abundance of positive applications. This is not simply because it is supported by many studies, but it is now enshrined within the Curriculum for Wales and I have also observed it being applied positively in a practical setting.  

In terms of potential further research, I would be interested in examining the use of summative assessment, its efficacy and what future it has in primary education in Wales. My preliminary view is that despite the overwhelming support for formative assessment and the clear benefits that this has over summative assessment, certain summative assessment practices still have benefit and can support the learner’s progression by providing critical information to the teacher. 

In conclusion therefore, the experience of observing Mr X’s practice and reflecting upon it, has strengthened my belief in the efficacy of formative assessment, and this will certainly be an important element in my teaching practice. I will however ensure that I adhere to the information that I have read and reflected upon which in turn will ensure that I am able to use formative assessment to enhance the performance of the children within my class to the highest level possible. 

Furthermore, what is clear from having studied the Professional Standards is that instances of self-reflection, with or without reference to critical incidents, must form part of every teacher’s practice. The Professional Standards mandate that reflection, seeking advice and support, and continual learning must be imbedded within a teachers practice for the entirety of their teaching experience. 

I believe that the reflective approach adopted on this occasion, will stand in me good stead in my career as a reflective practitioner and one who fully embraces the new Curriculum and Professional Standards.
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