ECAD6007 - 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
1. Introduction

This essay will consist of a critical evaluation of an observed incident that took place during a two-day period of observations at a secondary school. To critically evaluate this incident, there will be reference to relevant literature and government policies. There will also be an identification of the next teaching and learning steps that will be taken into future practice when appropriate. As there is a new curriculum coming to Wales in 2022, it is possible that schools are preparing their teaching and learning for this. This means that these observation days will provide the opportunity to see if schools are adapting their policies and lessons to comply with the new curriculum and its four purposes (Donaldson, 2015) before the new curriculum officially commences. Joshi (2008) explains that analysing critical incidents within teaching allows the researcher to identify good practices, as well as practices which are not as effective. Tripp (2011) explains that critical incidents do not necessarily just happen, rather that they are incidents in which people use their own judgement to interpret the significance of an event, making it critical. The following essay will discuss a single critical incident that took place in a secondary school in Wales. The structure of the evaluation will follow the plan that was set out by the university to aid the process of observations. There will be a brief discussion on the schools setting whilst giving some context of the class in which the critical incident took place. The critical incident will be followed by a literature review focusing on areas of potential research from the incident. 

1.1 The Role of Critical Reflection

Critical reflection is an important aspect of professional development. Jacobs, Assaf and Lee (2011) state that allowing practitioners to engage in self-reflection will enhance the professional development of a teacher. Therefore, it is incredibly important for teachers to understand how to critically analyse events and reflect on them. This is reiterated in the Welsh Government’s professional standards for teaching and learning (2019). The document states that reflecting on learning is a highly important factor of teaching. Reflection plays an integral part in almost all the professional standards, which highlights its importance within education. Teachers are required to follow these standards to aid their teaching and to take effective pedagogy to the next step. Through observing and analysing the critical incidents that took place, the researcher should be able to identify examples of the Welsh Government’s (2019) professional standards that were used within practice. The standards were published by the Welsh Government with the assistance of teaching staff across the country. These standards will be used by newly qualified teachers (NQTs) with the aim of getting the best out of teachers and giving them aid on effective reflecting, which coincides with the new curriculum.
There are numerous methods of reflection that have been established by different theorists. Gibbs (1988) created this cycle as a framework for writing which he called Gibb’s Model of Reflection. The reflection cycle consists of six stages: Description; Feelings; Evaluation; Analysis; Conclusion and Action Plan. Kolb’s experiential learning theory (KELT) has been widely influential in adult learning. Kolb’s theory speculates that learning is a cognitive process that involves persistent adaption to, and engagement with, one’s environment (Kolb, 1984). Humans create knowledge from experience, rather than solely from instruction. Kolb’s learning cycle has four stages, compared to Gibbs’ six stages, which can be simplified as experience, reflection, conceptualise and test (Kolb, 1984). Kolb’s model has had its bad reviews due to its complexity in discussing what constitutes abstract and concrete learning (Bergsteiner, Avery, & Neumann, 2010). As a result of this and due to the simplicity and benefits of using Gibbs’ reflective cycle (Adeani, Febriani & Syafryadin, 2020), the Gibbs’ Model of Reflection will be used.
As previously mentioned, there is a new curriculum for Wales which is set to begin in 2022. The new curriculum includes four purposes, which implements the shared visions and aspirations of every child in Wales (Welsh Government, 2021a). The new curriculum gives schools the ability to shape and form their curriculum to support the needs of their pupils. Welsh Government (2021b) explain that the four purposes should be the starting point for schools’ curriculum design, by considering what the four purposes mean for their pupils and how they can incorporate the four purposes in a way that their learners realise and achieve them. Sinnema et al (2020) explain that framing of purposes is very common within modern curriculums across the world, with both Australia and British Colombia curriculums supporting the purpose of developing young learners to be valued members of their societies.

2. Observation - School and Class Context

BERA (2018) states that “The confidential and anonymous treatment of participants’ data is considered the norm for the conduct of research.” To comply with these guidelines, all details about the school, staff and students will remain anonymous throughout this essay.

The observations took place in an English-medium 11–18-year-old mixed gender comprehensive school in the heart of the Laleston community, on the outskirts of Bridgend maintained by the Bridgend local authority. Most of the students come from within the local area of the school. Estyn (2016) reported that there are over 1,200 pupils at the school, including over 150 pupils that attend the sixth form centre. Most students at the school come from a white British background with very few coming from other ethnic backgrounds and only 1.9% of students who speak English as an additional language (EAL). Estyn (2016) also state that there are very few pupils at the school who are fluent in Welsh. It is reported that there are around 13.6% of pupils at the school that are eligible for free school meals (FSM). This is below the national average for wales of around 17% (Estyn, 2016). Approximately 19% of the school’s pupils have special educational needs, with 1.1% of those having a statement of special educational need, both are below the national average of 25.1% and 2.4% respectively (Estyn, 2016). At the school, there is a communication resource base, a provision for children who have diagnosed speech, language, and communication disorders. This base is available for pupils with Autistic Spectrum Disorder (ASD) that are attached to the school. These pupils are included within the school roll and are fully incorporated within the life of the school.

2.1 Observation - Critical Incident

This observation took place in a Key Stage 3 Welsh lesson. The lesson started at 11:20am and finished at 12:20pm. The observed class was a Year 7 group at the end of September, which means there were new surroundings for the class as they hadn’t been in secondary school for long. The lesson’s topic was focusing on 20 key words/phrases that are related to the theme that they are currently studying. The class was set out in rows, with two pupils on each table with the class being organised in a boy/girl seating plan. This class includes a range of students with mixed abilities, as this is the Key Stage 3 policy within the school (with an exception to Mathematics, where children are set by ability). There were posters on the wall which were more of an aid than a distraction as they included various Welsh words and vocabulary that could possibly be an assistance to the learners.

This lesson was just after break time. Two pupils entered the class four minutes late, which caused a minor disruption to the class. During the lesson, there was a lot of low-level disruption, however this was appropriately resolved by the class teacher, by politely asking the class to keep the noise at a minimum. Another distraction during the lesson was caused by a member of staff, who entered the classroom wishing to withdraw a pupil from the class for an unknown reason. An issue with this was that there was some miscommunication with regards to names therefore it took longer than needed to take the named pupil from the classroom. This caused disruption within the class as some children ended up disinterested in the task with their focus shifting to the incident with the teacher. This may have made an effect on some pupils’ learning which would impact their engagement for the rest of the lesson.

At the end of the lesson, after revisiting the 20 nouns/phrases, the teacher revisited the starter task as a plenary to assess how much the class could remember, as well as assessing whether an improvement has been made. As the learners were taught these in the current and previous lesson, this was also a way of assessing the pupils’ long and short-term memory stores. After answering the questions, the teacher asked the class to rank their confidence when answering the questions via a smiley face scale. A smiley face was to resemble confident; a straight face means half confident and a sad face to show no confidence at all. It is worth noting that when reviewing the answers with the class, there were more hands up during the plenary than there were at the starter task. When walking around and observing learners’ books, there were many smiley faces at the end of their task. 
The smiley faces used in the observed lesson are a technique used in assessment for learning; it would be interesting to research and assess the benefits and drawbacks of certain methods of assessment for learning. Assessment for learning helps to develop enterprising, creative contributors who are ready to play a full part in life and work. This is because assessment for learning allows pupils to connect and apply their knowledge, think creatively, and identify and grasp opportunities (Welsh Government, 2021b). Assessment also falls under one of the refining teaching pedagogical professional standards for teaching and learning (Welsh Government, 2019). In his review of the curriculum for Wales, Donaldson (2015) recognises the significance of assessment, stating that learning is heavily influenced by how progress is assessed and how the results of assessment are used. Donaldson (2015) also acknowledges that assessment plays an integral part in effective learning, which is why he recommends for assessment to play a stronger role in supporting learning. 
3. Literature Review Relating to Critical Incident

The following literature review will be analysing different themes and literature with regards to the areas for possible exploration from the critical incident. This chapter will highlight key points, whilst highlighting any differences or similarities that may occur between academic literature. The areas that will be explored further are assessment for learning, long/short-term memory, and mixed ability grouping.

Assessment in education has historically been considered as summative, such as end of unit tests, which can be useful. However, these forms of assessments don’t necessarily tell students how to improve which ends up encouraging narrow teaching leading to teaching to the test (Spendlove, 2009). Schuwirth and Van der Vleuten (2011) elaborate on this through describing assessment for learning as an approach where the assessment process is embedded within the educational process, which serves to steer the learning of each individual student to the maximum of their ability. Assessment for learning is not a new concept, as Martinez and Lipson (1989) suggested education takes a switch from assessment of learning to assessment for learning. Black et al (2003) found that taking a formative approach to summative tests proved to be effective with pupils as it allowed them to be more reflective in terms of their revision of work. Although there is evidence that practitioners can learn to use assessment for learning within their practice, these changes were found to be more difficult to implement within larger secondary school (Elmore, 2003). Due to this, Hill (2011) explains that for learners to be included as full members of such a learning community, practitioners need to be able to share power and control in the assessment process. This will aid learners in recognising themselves as capable learners, which is an integral part in the new curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2021b). The Welsh Government seem to have taken assessment for learning into consideration when developing their new professional teaching standards for NQTs, as both assessment and differentiation are both included in the document under the pedagogical standards (Welsh Government, 2019). Spendlove (2009) explains that differentiation is important when considering assessment for learning as good teaching forces differentiation as teachers will plan their teaching and learning around the individual learning needs. William (2011) explains that differential treatments in terms of response to feedback are at the heart of effective learning. Furthermore, for these differentiated treatments to be effectively chosen, practitioners will need adequate models of how learners will react to, and make use of, the feedback that they are given. Black et al (2003) explain how the traffic light method, which is like the smiley face system, gives learners an insight on exactly what they are struggling with. This helps learners to structure their revision so that they focus on their weak areas as opposed to simply revisiting what they already know.
The plenary task at the end of the lesson was based off work that students had done in the observed lesson and in the previous lesson. This allowed for research to be conducted on long-term and short-term memory stores. It is quite a common view that short-term memory is a revisit of knowledge from the long-term memory. However, there has been numerous psychologists that deny this view, stating that the long-term and short-term memory stores are two separate stores (Norris, 2017). Memory, or retention, plays an integral part in a student’s school life. A large amount of knowledge that is taught to pupils in school is quickly forgotten and cannot be accessed when it is needed (Bahrick and Hall, 1991). Memory is considered to be an outcome of the cognitive process of responding to information. This cognitive process is naturally short-term and will start to erode immediately unless active maintenance is continued (Bechtold et al, 2018). Küpper-Tetzel (2014) explains that active maintenance is most effectively done by distributing studied units over time, rather than massing the restudy together. Another issue with mass studying is that it may result in a mass cognitive overload. However, Plass et al (2010) state that that reducing an extraneous cognitive load would have little effect if the working memory resources that were ‘freed’ were not used for productive learning. Cognitive Load theory is a theory that was formulated by Sweller et al (1998) which explains how the cognitive load of a task determines the cognitive effort required by the individual to complete the task. There are three forms of cognitive load: Intrinsic Cognitive Load; Extraneous Cognitive Load; Germane Cognitive Load, which is dependent on intrinsic cognitive load (Sweller et al, 1998). Intrinsic and extraneous cognitive loads are determined by a combination of material and learner characteristics, but there is a great emphasis on the characteristics of the material. In contrast to the emphasis by intrinsic and extraneous cognitive load on the characteristics of the material, germane cognitive load is focused only with learner characteristics (Sweller, 2010). Plass et al (2010) state that with germane cognitive load, the working memory resources should be focused on dealing with intrinsic cognitive load rather than extraneous cognitive load because schema acquisition is directed to the interacting elements associated with intrinsic cognitive load. Schemas are a construct of similar patterns in relationships between elements (Cooper & Sweller, 1987). Essentially, schemas are a way of defining how the long-term memory is organised, with the mind making links and connections to what they already know, linking new learning with knowledge. 
As previously mentioned, the Key Stage 3 classes in the observed school are not set by ability, with an exception for Mathematics. Therefore, it has been decided to research the information behind mixed ability grouping within schools. Mixed ability grouping is a concept that has been acknowledged and adapted internationally. (Lu, 2012; Ireland et al, 2020). A study from Venkatakrishnan and Wiliam (2003) shows that mixed ability grouping can have its benefits for schools, and they suggest that most secondary schools should follow suit with this concept. Lu (2012) states that in Taiwan, the mixed ability grouping was done in order to attempt to lower the divide between students of different achievement and ability levels. Denault’s (2020) study reiterated this statement as results showed that most students of different abilities benefitted from the mixed ability grouping. However, a study from Ireland et al (2020) showed that there are possible disadvantages to mixed ability grouping. The results showed that higher ability students would often look to challenge themselves and push themselves further, something that teachers would find hard to provide in the stressful arena that is a mixed ability class in a secondary school (Ireland et al, 2020). An approach that could aid this process is using Bloom’s Taxonomy. Bloom’s Taxonomy, which was developed in the 1950s, is a concept of many different tiers that classifies thinking accordingly to six cognitive levels of complexity (Sivaraman & Krishna, 2015). Bloom’s Taxonomy can be loosely linked with the Piagetian developmental thinking skills, as both concepts are similar in their views on progression. The depth of higher and lower order thinking activities varies depending on the thinking level of the learner, which links back to Piaget’s concept of development (Hutton-Prager, 2018). This also then links with differentiation, which is expected from teachers within Wales (Welsh Government, 2019). Fallis (2013) also explains how differentiation can play an important part in the modern education system as within schools, the students are very diverse, therefore a diverse curriculum would be beneficial to ensure that all interests, aspirations, and capabilities are met.  







4. Reflection

This part of the essay focuses on reflecting on the observed critical incidents and identifying what steps should the researcher take to enhance their professional development. Due to its simplistic flow (Adeani, Febriani & Syafryadin, 2020), the Gibbs Reflective Method will be used to evaluate the whole process.

4.1 Description

The purpose of this observation was to study several lessons, observing the class, practitioner and any other support staff that may have been present. There were four lessons observed in total, split across two days. The aim was to find an incident that would allow for further research and reading, making the incident critical (Tripp, 2012). During researching topic, it was instructed to observers to like these incidents to different theories, practices whilst acknowledging the professional teaching standards. It was vital during observations to not include any names, ensuring that any names of staff, pupils or the school were kept anonymous.

4.2 Feelings

The researcher felt an array of emotions whilst observing. One of the feelings was excitement, as the observer would be spending their first professional teaching experience at this school. Another feeling was anxiousness, as the researcher felt as though they may miss an incident that takes place, therefore it was incredibly important to constantly stay focused on the task ahead.

4.3 Evaluation

A positive of the experience was that there were two observers following the same class. This was beneficial as both observers could share notes at the end of each lesson to see whether there were points made by one that may benefit the other. At the end of the observation period, the researcher did not feel confident in what they had noted. However, after revisiting the notes and researching, there were enough incidents that could be researched further.

4.4 Analysis 

The researcher felt they had the ability to make suitable notes from their time at university. However, this may have resulted in shorthand notes or only noting certain things, which may have caused the panic when looking at the notes at the end of the observation period. Through previous knowledge, the researcher was able to make links when making notes in the classroom. The researcher could point out many of the Welsh Government’s (2019) professional teaching standards that were being used in the classroom. This aided the observation as there were already links to theory and readings in the notes. 

4.5 Conclusion

From this experience, the researcher has been able to gain a better understanding on some of the professional teaching standards that were observed during the lessons. This will be of great assistance when the researcher will have the opportunity to go into an educational setting and reach these standards.

4.6 Action Plan

If these observations were to happen again, there is one suggestion that may benefit the researcher to be better prepared for these situations. The suggestion would be to undertake some prior reading before going to observe, as this may provide some useful information which the researcher can take forward with them. Although not all professional teaching standards were observed, it would be useful to further explore these to gain a better understanding of what the Welsh Government fully expects from NQTs. Through further exploration, the researcher would gain crucial details and information that they could then take into their own practice, when the situation arises.

5. Conclusion

This experience has provided useful knowledge, where the researcher know understands that a critical incident can be any regular incident, so long as there’s enough scope to assess and research the relevant theories that support what has been observed. The observations showed elements of the professional standards for teaching and leadership, which provided great information to take forward into the teaching profession. Through a thorough review of literature, there were many links to theorists and practices that provided an academic insight to what was observed. To conclude, this observation period has allowed the researcher to identify professional standards in teaching, researching them to gain a better understanding of them so that they can use these methods themselves. Through reflecting on this experience, it has provided the researcher with beneficial information that is sure to aid their professional and personal development on their way to qualifying as a secondary school teacher.





6. Appendices

Appendix 1 – Observation Notes

[bookmark: OLE_LINK1][bookmark: OLE_LINK2]Record 1
	Date and time, year group:
22nd September. Year 7. 11:20-12:20

	Where and When: Context of the observation – subject/AOLE, general classroom context
Welsh (Language, Literacy and Communication) lesson set in a Welsh classroom. Year 7 class at the end of September, new surroundings for the class as they haven’t been in secondary school for long. The topic of this part of the lesson was to revisit the basic phrases that were briefly discussed in a previous lesson. The class was set out in rows, with two pupils on each table in a boy/girl seating plan. Class is a mixed ability group of students.




	What happened: a detailed description of the critical incident (the more detail the better to refer to in your later work)
At the end of the lesson, after relearning some basic phrases of Welsh. The teacher revisited the starter task as a plenary to assess how much the class could remember, as well as assessing whether an improvement has been made. After answering the questions, the teacher asked the class to rank how confident they were answering the questions via a smiley face scale. A smiley face was to resemble confident; a straight face means half confident and a sad face to show no confidence at all. It is worth noting that when reviewing the answers with the class, there were more hands up during the plenary than there were at the starter task.



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

The smiley face tactic is a method of Assessment for Learning; therefore, it would be interesting to research this topic and assess the benefits and drawbacks of Assessment for Learning. Revisiting a topic that was taught in a previous lesson and then assessing at the end is a way for practitioners to assess their pupil’s long-term and short-term memory. 



	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)

This lesson was just after break time. Two pupils were a couple of minutes late, caused minor disruption to the class. During the lesson, there was a lot of low-level disruption. Another distraction during the lesson was a member of staff entering the classroom to withdraw a pupil from the class. The posters on the wall were more of an aid than a distraction as they included various Welsh words.








Record 2
	Date and time, year group:
22nd September. Year 7. 12:20-13:20

	Where and When: Context of the observation – subject/AOLE, general classroom context
This was a Religious Studies class, with a wide variety of subject resources surroungding the classroom (Posters, figures, accessories, etc.) The topic of the lesson was Diwali, a festival of lights celebrated by Hindus, Sikhs and other religions. The class was set out in rows with a boy/girl seating plan. Class is a mixed ability group of students.




	What happened: a detailed description of the critical incident (the more detail the better to refer to in your later work)
There was a video on the topic of Diwali to be watched whilst the students make notes. The teacher explained to the class that the video was to be shown twice, once without sound and once with sound. After each showing of the video, the pupils had three minutes to discuss their notes on what they witnessed. This allowed children to widen their notes through discussion with others.




	Areas of possible exploration: what you think could be” under the hood” in these incidents? What avenues of research could you consider?
As part of the new curriculum, digital competency is a cross-curricular responsibility. This lesson falls under the cross-curricular professional standard. An analysis on cross-curricular activities plus the incident that has been observed by the researcher can provide insightful imformation with regards to the use of technology in the classroom. The dual coding theory looks at the cognitive science aspect of this lesson, explaining that humans have two channels, verbal and visual. Playing the video with and without sound accomodated for both of these channels.


	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)
This lesson was right before lunch, which caused a diversion in teaching as students and the teacher ended up talking for five minutes about dinner (food, queues etc.).

















Record 3
	Date and time, year group:
23rd September. Year 7. 10:00-11:00

	Where and When: Context of the observation – subject/AOLE, general classroom context
English (Language, Literacy and Communication) lesson. No real distractions on walls with regards to posters etc. The topic of the lesson was ‘Cirque de Freak’, a book written by Darren Shan. 



	What happened: a detailed description of the critical incident (the more detail the better to refer to in your later work)
After a starter task related to the book, the next task was to read the first chapter of the subject book. The teacher wanted to get the class to read a paragraph and then nominate the next person to read. The teacher started the reading and then passed it on. After a few pupils read and nominate with no issues, one pupil was chosen. On being chosen, the pupil turned to face the teacher and stated, “I can’t.” To get the pupil to attempt the task, the teacher offers the pupil to read a sentence instead of a paragraph. The pupil then refuses the offer without hesitation. This caused a delay of around two minutes in the task before another student was picked to read from where they had left off. From the observer’s perspective, it looked like a severe confidence issue.

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

What avenues of research could you consider?
A policy in this school is that they do not arrange classes via ability. Rather they have adopted the mixed ability grouping method. Therefore it would definitely be an area to explore to see whether this pupil may benefit from the mixed ability classes. At this moment in time, it would be unfair to judge as these pupils have only been in secondary school for four weeks. The approach used by the teacher to try and resolve the issue matches the differentiation professional teaching standard set out by the Welsh Government. Another area to possibly explore would be the Pygmalion effect, which explains how expectations impact interaction. 


	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)
The lesson was just before break time, so it is possible that some children were distracted by this, especially if they were hungry as some students stated they had missed breakfast.
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