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A critical evaluation and the identification of next teaching and learning steps focusing on a case study of an individual learner or a group of learners, based on an observed critical incident.

Introduction
Having identified a critical incident through the observation of an individual learner, I aim to critically evaluate the implications of this particular occurrence, and in turn, identify subsequent teaching and learning steps which will inform my own teaching practice. A critical incident can be defined as any event or occurrence which is rendered critical through analysis and interpretation. As David Tripp rightfully notes, “a critical incident is an interpretation of the significance of an event.” (Tripp, 2012, p. 8). Similarly, Khem Joshi notes that critical incidents are not routine occurrences, but are constructed through the meanings we attach to particular contexts (Joshi, 2018, p. 82). Critical incidents are an integral aspect of teacher professional development. They enable teachers to reflect upon aspects of their practice and judgement which in turn, allow them to enhance outcomes within the teaching profession. Academics such as Stephen Brookfield, Tripp and Joshi are in consensus of the view that critical incidents greatly inform professional judgement and practice. For example, Brookfield contends that “critical reflection is the process of intentional and continual scrutiny of the assumptions that inform your teaching practice.” (Brookfield, 2017, p. 19). In similar vein, Tripp argues that critical incidents allow teaching professionals to build and clarify rationales for professional judgements, which in turn, act as a basis for professional development; (Tripp, 2012, p. 46) and Joshi states that the analysis of critical incidents allows teachers to highlight practices that are working well, but also those practices which may need improving or even abandoning (Joshi, 2018, p.84). 

Observation 
The participants under observation attend an 11-18 mixed comprehensive school with approximately 1,600 students; Over 350 of these pupils are sixth form students (Estyn, 2020). The academic ability of pupils is wide ranging, and academic ability upon entry is below the national average. The percentage of pupils eligible for free school meals amounts to 23.5% (Estyn, 2020). In total, three respective classes were observed. The first class under observation was a year 9 GCSE class and was comprised of 9 pupils of mixed ability. The second observation involved a year 8 class and consisted of 12 pupils in total, all varying in their academic ability. The final class under observation was a mixed ability year 13 A-Level class, with 8 pupils in attendance. The critical incident selected for further analysis as part of this evaluation was identified in the year 13 A-Level class. It is worth mentioning that the relatively small class sizes are associated with the current Covid-19 pandemic which has resulted in a substantial number of absences, with many pupils off sick or in isolation.  

Methodology
A non-participant observation research method was adopted for this study. The pursuit of rich, qualitative data resulted in this particular choice of method. Indeed, qualitative research methods aim to understand experiences as participants feel it. (Robert Sherman and Rodman Webb, 1988, p. 7). Non-participant observations are particularly useful in providing the researcher with first-hand accounts of how research subjects experience the world. Indeed, Cohen et al describe this as a distinctive feature of observation methods (Cohen et al. 2011, p. 456). A non-participant observation research method has many advantages for studying critical incidents. Firstly, as noted by Mills, Durepos and Wiebe, it allows the researcher to “capture the dynamics of participants’ interactions” with each other as well as with their work environment (Mills, Durepos and Wiebe, 2012, p. 610). Another clear advantage of using this particular method of research is that it offers a reality check in the sense that what people do quite often differs to what they actually do (Cohen, 2011, p. 456). It also allows the researcher to identify authentic data in everyday circumstances which is often overlooked or disregarded. (Cohen, 2011, p. 456). These unique strengths of non-participant observation are particularly appealing to a researcher undertaking a critical incident analysis as it generates data which would not be possible to obtain from other qualitative research methods such as surveys and secondary research.
Non-participant research methods also pose several challenges which essentially weaken the validity and reliability of the data gathered. The first issue concerns participant reactivity. Research subjects may behave or react in an unnatural manner due to the presence of an observer; this is known as the Hawthorne effect. As Kumar rightfully notes, the change in behaviour can be positive or negative and may occur due to various reasons (Kumar, 2012, p. 173). Consequently, this leaves the researcher with a distorted view of the phenomenon being observed. Another weakness of non-participant observation is related to attention deficit. It is possible that the researcher may find themself distracted, which in turn, can draw their attention away from particular events or interactions. This is often the case when researchers take comprehensive observation notes (Kumar, 2012, p. 473). A possible solution to this weakness which has the potential to increase the validity and reliability of the research is to take brief notes whilst observing. As suggested by Lofland, more detailed notes can be compiled soon after the observation has completed (Lofland 1971, quoted in Cohen et al, 2011, p. 473). This strategy was adopted whilst conducting the current research in discussion. Moreover, Cohen et al note that there are often instances when “reliability and consistency are not always necessary” (Cohen et al, 2011, p. 462). Linking this argument to the study of critical incidents, they argue that although research participants may only display a particular behaviour on one occasion, it is important not to disregard this as it may uncover an invaluable insight into a particular situation or interaction. (Cohen et al, 2011, p. 462). 
The research technique adopted as part of this evaluation- case study technique- also has the potential to overcome issues of reliability which arise as a result of the weaknesses of non-participant observation research. Robert Yin defines a case study as an “empirical enquiry” that examines a “contemporary phenomenon” in detail and within its real-life context, “especially when the boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clearly evident” (Yin, 2009, p.18). Similarly, Joseph Check and Russell Schutt argue that a case study involves studying the distinctiveness and complexity of a specific case in order to make sense of its activity within particular circumstances. (Check and Schutt, 2012, p. xi). As such, the reliability and validity of the case study technique is not diminished in anyway as it is not necessary to draw generalisations from unique instances which have the potential to offer rich insights into particular incidences. 

Critical incident linked to Donaldson’s Four Purposes 
The critical incident subject to evaluation as part of this study was identified during the year 13 A-Level observation. The incident which took place 35 minutes into the lesson involved a visually impaired student’s exclusion from a literacy activity. The activity entailed respective students reading a subject-specific resource from the interactive whiteboard. When the time came for the visually impaired student to read from the whiteboard projector, the pupil disclosed that they could not do so due to their visual impairment. The teacher then requested for the following pupil to read from the projector. The visually impaired student’s exclusion from the activity thus resulted in a hindrance to their learning. Furthermore, the pupil was denied their right to participate in the lesson as an equal to their peers.  Research shows that visually impaired pupils experience reduced access to information which in turn, has major ramifications for their educational, social and emotional development (Welsh Government, 2019). This also places significant limits on them developing into “enterprising, creative contributors who are ready to play a full part in life and work” as well as “healthy, conﬁdent individuals who are ready to lead fulﬁlling lives as valued members of society” (Welsh Government, 2020). Consequently, this evaluation aims to identify arrangements and strategies which will enable visually impaired pupils to mature as active participants in their school environment and wider society; as well as arrangements which will help foster confidence so that they are able to enjoy a good quality of life. 

Literature Review
A visual impairment falls under the sensory area of Special Educational Needs (SEND Code of Practice: 0-25, 2015). A visual impairment can broadly be defined as a loss in visual function and is often categorised into three distinct categories. The first category covers severe sight loss/ blind people. This encompasses individuals with little or no sight (Welsh Government, 2019; Sightsavers, 2018). The second category comprises individuals with partial sight loss; although a sufficient amount of vision remains which will allow them to manage certain tasks, partially sighted people will require support to complete other task/activities (Welsh Government, 2019; Sightsavers, 2018). The third category consists of those individuals who experience low vision. However, it should be noted that any issues encountered by individuals with low vision can easily be rectified with modification such as the provision of spectacles. (Welsh Government, 2019; Sightsavers, 2018). It is worth noting that the individual learner concerned with this analysis falls within the second or third category of visual impairment. As such, the literature consulted as part of this analysis mainly addresses learners with partial sight loss and low vision. 
Visual impairments can have a detrimental impact on pupil learning and development. This is due to the fact that vision plays a fundamental role in coordinating information received through other senses (Douglas and McLinden, 2005, p. 28). Consequently, pupils with visual impairment are less likely to acquire information from incidental learning compared to their fully sighted peers (Dutta, 2013; Douglas and McLinden, p. 28). Numerous studies have also highlighted that pupils with visual impairments demonstrate a significantly lower reading speed compared to their sighted peers (McLaughlin and Kamei- Hannan, 2018, p. 338; Gompel et al. 2004, p. 88; Tobin and Hill, 2012, p. 80). As Tobin and Hill note, lower reading speeds amongst visually impaired pupils significantly impacts their motivation, self-esteem and their uptake of information (Tobin and Hill, 2012, p. 83). Likewise, McLaughlin and Kamei- Hannan assert that academic achievement, personal development and pupil participation in daily activities is dependent upon solid reading skills. (McLaughlin and Kamei-Hannan 2012, p. 337). The literature thus clearly indicates that pupils with visual impairments are denied opportunities to fully develop as enterprising, creative contributors as well as hindering their development of mental and emotional wellbeing. 
Literature on supporting pupils with visual impairments in educational settings is vast and wide ranging. For the purpose of this review, discussion will be limited to two key themes which have undergone detailed research and analysis by a range of different academics and organisations. The first key theme focuses on pedagogy. Pedagogy refers to the methods and practices of teaching and is commonly referred to the ‘how’ of teaching (Farrell, 2012, p. 9). A key debate dominating the literature on how to support pupils with visual impairment concerns the contentious issue of whether such learners would benefit from a distinct Special Educational Needs pedagogy. Proponents of this debate are generally split into two diverging camps: the ‘general difference’ position and the ‘unique difference’ position. The general difference position advocates for a pedagogy that is “specific or distinctive” to the needs of a group sharing the same characteristics. (Lewis and Norwich, 2005, p. 3) As such, specific needs of special, or in this case, visually impaired students are prioritised. By contrast, the unique difference position favours a pedagogy that is informed “only by common and individual needs.” (Lewis and Norwich, 2005, p .4) Consequently, pedagogic strategies are considered relevant for all pupils irrespective of characteristics such as disability. 
Academics such as Farrell (2012) Lewis and Norwich (2005) and Tobin and Hill (2012) strongly advocate for the general difference position. Farrell for example argues group specific pedagogies which are effective for learner with specific impairments should be adopted to meet group needs (Farrell, 2012, p. 11). Similarly, Tobin and Hill favour the view that visually impaired pupils should be the recipients of specialised teaching; this will ensure that their unique needs and demands are met (Tobin and Hill, 2012. p. 80). However, it is important to note that Tobin and Hill’s research focuses on learners with severe visual impairment, and a significant proportion of their research subjects included blind learners. As such, it is fair to suggest that learners with a moderate visual impairment may not necessarily require a distinctive or specialised pedagogy. 
Indeed, academics such as Rix et al (2009) and Gompel et al (2004) support the claim that pupils with visual impairment do not require specialised pedagogies. Such writers fall under the ‘unique difference’ camp. For example, Rix et al argue that for pupils with SEN in mainstream settings, general teaching approaches are “not recognised as advancing the learning of all students.” (Rix et al, 2009, p. 92). Moreover, Gompel et al emphasise the fact that visually impaired learners comprehend information equally as well as their fully sighted peers (Gompel et al, 2004, p. 88). They state that such evidence should “inspire teachers to foster the possibilities of children with low vision.” (ibid, p. 88). Ellis et al (2008) are also in favour of the unique difference approach and have contended that there is no distinct pedagogy for SEN (Ellis et al, 2008, p.154). 
There are also academics who adopt a middle ground. Mitchell (2014) contends that generally, pupils with SEN “simply require good teaching.” (Mitchell, 2014, p. 10). However, he acknowledges that pupils with severe SEN will require distinct pedagogies; for example, pupil with acute visual impairment will require specialised techniques such as the use of Braille (ibid, p. 9). In line with this stance, the Welsh Government also highlights in ‘Support for Children and Young People with Vision Impairment in Educational Settings’  that certain pedagogies benefit all learners, but there are also pedagogies which are very specific to pupils with visual impairment. (Welsh Government, 2019, p. 69). 
For pupils who fall under the second or third category of visual impairment, it would be fair to conclude that a unique difference position would be most effective. Research shows that pupils with visual impairments are as proficient as their fully sighted peers in comprehending information presented to them. Such pupils would arguably benefit from effective teaching strategies rather than specialised teaching. This leads onto the second key theme addressed in the literature review- inclusion. 
Inclusion in an education setting has been identified as a key strategy in supporting learners with visual impairments. Inclusive education entails providing all learners with equal access to educational opportunities (Welsh Government, 2016). The 1994 UNESCO Salamanca Statement was issued with the aim of furthering inclusive education across the international community. The statement opens with an emphasis on education for all pupils “recognizing the necessity and urgency of providing education for children, youth and adults with special educational needs within the regular education system.” (Salamanca Statement, 1994, p. viii). Inclusive education thus adopts a social model of disability. This model views disability as a social phenomenon imposed by societal oppression and prejudices as opposed to the medical model which views disability as a medical phenomenon (Haegele and Hodge, 2016, p. 195). The medical model views clinical cure as the fundamental solution to combating disability, whereas the social model views inclusive practices as a means to combating any barriers facing disabled people. 
An inclusive approach to education has many benefits for learners as well as wider society. Inclusion upholds fundamental entitlements of children and young people listed under the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child  (1989) such as the right to an education on the basis of equal opportunity (UNCRC, 1989, Article 28 and 29). Secondly, it has the potential to develop ethical informed citizens who respect the rights and needs of others. Indeed, the Salamanca Statement asserts that “regular schools with inclusive orientation are the most effective means of combating discriminatory attitudes, creating welcoming communities, building an inclusive society and achieving education for all.” (Salamanca Statement, 1994, p. ix). 
[bookmark: _Hlk54697771][bookmark: _Hlk54723764]A key inclusion strategy identified from the literature on supporting learners with visual impairments includes Universal Design for Learning (UDL). Developed by the Centre for Applied Special Technology, UDL involves planning and delivering lessons which are inclusive and attentive to the needs of all learners. Emphasis is placed on constructing an environment which is inclusive from the very onset, rather than modifying or adapting retrospectively. Mitchell (2014) notes that UDL applies to “all facets of education: from curriculum, assessment, pedagogy to classroom and design (Mitchell, 2014, p. 236). Furthermore, he notes that although UDL aims to address the needs of people with SEN or disabilities, it is a “comprehensive concept designed to benefit all learners.” (ibid, p. 237). He identifies UDL as a key strategy in implementing an inclusive education and contends that mainstream education should be accessible to all students (ibid, p.237). Similarly, Navarro et al (2016) also favour the UDL framework as a key strategy in supporting pupils with SEN. Their research concludes that learners displayed a substantial amount of growth between pre-test and post-test when teachers designed and delivered an inclusive lesson based on the UDL framework (Navarro et al, 2016, p. 19). These findings are further backed by the research findings of Camp (2017) who concludes that UDL is an effective teaching methodology for improving the learning process for all students (Camp, 2017, p. 791). Navarro et al present three key principles rooted in the UDL framework which have the potential to overcome barriers within a learning environment. The first of these principles incorporates ‘representation’. According to Navarro et al, this refers to adjustments made to educational resources which enables access to learners with distinctive needs. (Navarro et al, 2016, p. 18).  The second principle of ‘action and expression’ refers to non-conventional methods of communication for learners with varying needs which will allow them to “capitalise on their special abilities and talents.” (ibid, p. 19). The final principle of ‘engagement’ encompasses the use of strategies that encourage participation of learners with diverse needs in the learning process. (ibid, p. 17).  
Overall, UDL appears to be a strategy which is favoured by academics in the field of supporting learners with SEN. Although certain academics including Scott (2018) highlight barriers which impede the successful implementation of a UDL framework, they also put forward a range of different measures (including training of staff and administrative support) which demonstrate the potential to overcome such barriers; in turn this will facilitate the successful implementation of an inclusive environment for all students (Scott, 2018, p. 284).  

Reflection & Next Steps
By applying a counterfactual lens to reflect upon the critical incident identified as part of this study, one is able to compare such incident to an idealised version of events. In turn, this allows researchers and practitioners to examine possible alternative actions that could result in more favourable outcomes (McGarr and McCormack, 2016, p. 40). In this particular incident, ‘upward counterfactual’ reflection (comparing the actual outcome to a more desired outcome) has prompted numerous suggestions which can be incorporated into future teaching practice; these will ensure that learners with visually impairments are effectively supported in mainstream educational environments. Suggestions include: 
· Adopting a pedagogic strategy which is common to the needs of all learners (unique difference position). This is because research suggests that there is no distinct pedagogy for pupils with visual impairments. Moreover, research also highlights that pupils with visual impairments are equally as competent in comprehending information in comparison to their fully sighted peers. As such, visually impaired pupils would benefit from effective teaching strategies rather than specialist pedagogies. 
· Adopting a UDL framework when planning and facilitating lessons. This strategy which is attentive to the needs of all learners ensures that an inclusive environment is implemented from the onset of teaching. 
In future practice, Ideally, if a UDL was strategically implemented from the onset, such incident would be averted, as careful planning of the curriculum, assessment, pedagogy and classroom design would ensure all pupils have equal access to learning. In the event of a visually impaired student experiencing difficulties in participating in a lesson the following adjustments would be implemented to ensure the visually impaired student’s full engagement:
· Position pupils with visual impairments appropriately so that they have maximum access to whiteboards (Salisbury, 2008; Farrell, 2012).
· Provide individual copies of any information presented on a whiteboard or overhead projector (Salisbury, 2008).
· Modify presentation of materials to ensure ease of access. This entails either enhancing the visual mode such as zoomed in view of the whiteboard projector or providing alternative presentation methods such as speech rather than text (Welsh Government, 2019, p. 66). 
· Modify low contrasts and adjust font to a readable size (National Council for Special Education).
As Salisbury rightfully notes, “simple and thoughtful action can do much to ensure that pupils with visual impairments can fully access the social life of the classroom community” (Salisbury, 2008, p. 10). Such strategies would therefore ensure that learners with visual impairments are provided with equal opportunities to develop as ‘healthy, conﬁdent individuals who are ready to lead fulﬁlling lives as valued members of society’ as well as enterprising, creative contributors who are ready to play a full part in life and work.’ 

Conclusion 
The critical incident examined for the purpose of this evaluation catalysed further exploration into two key strategies supporting learners with visual impairments. These strategies were centred around pedagogy and inclusion. A review of the literature resulted in the conclusion that a ‘unique difference’ stance on pedagogy would benefit learners with a visual impairment rather than a ‘general difference position’. For future practice, it is therefore worth noting that visually impaired pupils will benefit from effective teaching strategies rather than specialised teaching. It is also fair to conclude that a Universal Design for Learning framework incorporating all facets of education including the curriculum, assessment, pedagogy and classroom design has the potential to support all learners within a mainstream classroom environment. This evaluation rooted in an observed critical incident has also resulted in a deeper reflection into the Professional Standards for Teaching and Leadership. In particular, I appreciate and understand the importance of effective pedagogy, and that my role as a prospective teaching practitioner in Wales will involve securing the best possible outcomes for all learners through adopting the most effective methods and practices of teaching. 
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Appendices
OBSERVATION / FIELD NOTES: Observation 1
(Questions adapted from Fletcher Wood (2016)
	Date: 29/09/20
Time: 10:15am 
Year Group: 9

	Lesson details: Year 9 GCSE History class; 9 pupils in total; mixed ability calss. 
Topic of study: Wales and the Black Death. Lesson following on from previous week of study. Pupils studying the implications of the Black Death for Welsh society and the UK as a whole.  

	Classroom culture: Pupils enter classroom freely and settle in relatively quickly; fairly relaxed atmosphere; pupils take responsibility for distributing workbooks; pupils work on starter activity whilst teacher takes the register; sound pupil-teacher relationships.

	Objectives: Lesson aim and objectives displayed on the whiteboard and are read aloud by teacher. Teacher quickly moved onto the starter activity whilst many pupils were still taking note of the aims and objectives in their work books. As such, the objectives were not effectively communicated to pupils.  

	Access and challenge: Pupils participated in a range of differemt activities including a literacy activity during which they read source extracts from the whiteboard. 
Pupils distracted by noise disruption from outside environment on several occasions during the lesson.

	Assessment: Hinge questions were utilisied during several points of the lesson. 

	Specifics / Critical Incidents:
The following incidents were observed:
1. Once the pupils had settled in and took their seats, the teacher instructed the pupils to complete the starter activity detailed on the interactive whiteboard whilst the teacher himself took the register. Once the teacher had completed taking the register, one pupil told the teacher that she did not understand the set activity as she was absent during the previous lesson. The teacher suggested that she should copy up the missed work. This incident made me reflect upon effective lesson planning, especially in light of the ongoing pandemic in which pupil absences are inevitable and frequent. 
2. This incident was also closely linked to the second critical incident I observed. One pupil had not been given a textbook. As a result, she was not able to complete the starter activity, and sat at her desk extremely disengaged. It was not until the second task the pupil requested for a copy of the textbook; this request was made 25 minutes into the lesson. Similar to the first incident, this observation made me reflect upon effective lesson planning, and the use of ‘check-in’ questions by teachers. During this lesson, I also reflected upon the use of starters and plenaries and effective instruction by teachers.



OBSERVATION / FIELD NOTES: Observation 2
(Questions adapted from Fletcher Wood (2016)
	Date: 29/09/20
Time: 11:30am
Year group: 8 

	Lesson details: Year 8 History class; 12 pupils in total, mixed ability.
Topic of study: The Gunpowder Plot; new topic. 

	Classroom culture: Pupils enter the room freely and sit accoridng to a seating plan; relaxed atmopshere; pupils remain silent until register has been taken.

	Objectives: Objectives not communicated until half way through the lesson; pupils comment upon the lack of clarity in terms of lesson aims. 

	Direction: Lesson fairly structured with teacher setting times for specific tasks; pupils respond to questions using ‘hands up” method; positive praise from teacher when pupils meet certain expectations/ criteria.

	Specifics / Critical Incidents: During this observation I reflected upon the benefits of setting a fixed time to complete certain tasks/ activities. I also compared this to the first observation, where there was no set time for tasks. From this comparison I found that there was a lot more structure to lesson 2, and pupils appeared to engage with the work in a prompt manner. 



OBSERVATION / FIELD NOTES: Observation 3
(Questions adapted from Fletcher Wood (2016)
	Date: 29/09/20
Time: 2:00pm 
 Year group: 13 

	Lesson details: Year 13 A-Level Politics class; 8 pupils in total; mixed ability class. 
Topic of study: Liberalism; lesson building upon content from previous sessions. 

	Classroom culture: Calm atmosphere, pupils appear ready and eager to learn.

	Objectives: Objectives displayed on board and explained by teacher; teacher recaps content from previous lesson.

	Direction: When pupils are directed to complete tasks independently, the teacher explains what he expects from the pupils; prior to embarking on independent work, the class completes a model answer together.

	Access and challenge: Pupils take an acitve role in their learning through presenting their own work and discussing the strenghts and weakness of the work of fellow students.

	Assessment: Teacher adopts direct questioning method rather than the traditional ‘hands up method’; before embarking upon a new activity, the teacher questions pupils’ understanding of the content covered and clarifies any misunderstandings. 

	Specifics / Critical Incidents:
During this observation I observed the following incident:
The incident involved a pupil having to read from the whiteboard projector. The incident took place 35 minutes into the lesson. When the pupil was asked to read from the board, the pupil stated that he could not read from the board due to his weak eyesight. The teacher then moved onto the next pupil. I felt that this denied what was essentially the pupil's right to participate in the lesson, but more importantly, the pupil's learning was hindered due to his visual impairment.
From this observation, I researched and explored a range of different topics/ areas including differentiation, supporting pupils with ALN, inclusive teaching practices, children’s rights and health and wellbeing.





Page 2 of 2

