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Introduction 

The teaching profession is ever changing, and critical incidents are used within this profession as a way of analysing the practice. Critical incidents were set out by David Tripp as a way to bridge the gap between theory and practice. (Tripp 1993) So, what exactly are ‘Critical Incidents’? Critical incidents are when we take any situation and analyse the significance behind it. (Tripp 1993) These situations can occur in and outside of the classroom. Critical incidents allow us to reflect on our practice and understand why we teach the way that we do. During a bridging experience I was able to observe classes from year 1 up to year 4, in this time I witnessed several critical incidents. 

In this essay, I will set out the role of critical reflection and discuss why being a critically reflective practitioner is important to the role of teaching. I will then discuss one of the observed critical incidents in depth and explain the background of the school in question. I will then look at the literature behind the incident and discuss different avenues of exploration in regards to the incident. Lastly, I will evaluate the chosen areas around the incident and lay out the next steps that I will take in my practice as a teacher.

Role of Critical Reflection

The role of critical reflection is fundamental in the teaching profession. Teachers need to be able to reflect on their practice in order to understand what works well for their pupils and what needs to be revisited. ‘Critically reflective practice is a process of inquiry involving practitioners in trying to discover, and research, the assumptions that frame how they work.’ (Brookfield 1998 pg 197) With the reform of the national curriculum in Wales, critical reflection has become a crucial part of professional learning. Professional learning is one of the standards the new curriculum requires of teachers in Wales. (Welsh Government 2017) Professional learning allows teachers to widen their knowledge and better their practice. 

There are several different ways in which we can reflect as teachers. One reflective practice being Brookfield’s four lenses (Brookfield 2017). Brookfield proposes that there are four aspects that we should look at in order to become a ‘critically reflective teacher’.  These include the ‘Students Eyes’, ‘Colleagues Perception’, ‘Personal Experience’ and ‘Theory and Research’. By looking at a wide range of perspectives we can gain more insight into effective teaching. Brookfield says that by using these ‘lenses’ we are able to rid ourselves of making ‘assumptions’. (Brookfield 2017 pg 7) 

Another example of reflective practice used in the teaching profession is Schön. (Schön 1983, republished 2016) Schön’s reflective theory focuses on reflection ‘in-action’, alongside the usual reflection ‘on-action’. Schön’s theory suggests that as teachers we should not wait until after the event has occurred in order to correct our practice, we can change the course of our lesson in the moment if there are elements that are not working for the pupils. ‘He must do a piece of experimental research, then and there, in the classroom’. (Schön 2016 pg 66) Schön explains that we must be open to realising when we should change the narrative of the situation and be vulnerable to the fact that we may need to build on our knowledge and understanding in order to better ourselves. 

In addition to Schon and Brookfield, there are many other reflective practices to take into consideration. For example, Kolb’s reflective cycle (Kolb 1984, as referenced in Gibbs 1988).  Kolb’s reflective cycle has 4 different steps, including: Concrete Experience, Reflective Observation, Abstract Conceptualisation and Active Experimentation. The reflective cycle helps us to link theory and practice. ‘The learner must make the link between theory and action by planning for that action, carrying it out, and then reflecting upon it, relating what happens back to the theory.’ (Gibbs 1988 pg 14) There are many different variations of the reflective cycle, including Gibbs (1988). Gibbs’ reflective cycle is based on that of Kolb’s; however it includes more steps. In fact, there are 6 steps, including:
1. Describing the event 
2. Explain feelings and emotions
3. Evaluate the positives and negatives
4. Analyse and research  
5. Draw up your conclusion 
6. Create an action plan 
(Gibbs 1988) 

I consider the reflective cycle, whether it be Kolb’s or Gibbs’, to be particularly useful for student teachers. The process of the reflection allows us to better our understanding around certain areas, therefore creating informed practice. 


School and class context 

Throughout this essay the name of the school, pupils and teachers will all remain anonymous, in accordance with the BERA guidelines, ‘Researchers should recognise the entitlement of both institutions and individual participants to privacy and should accord them their rights to confidentiality and anonymity’. (BERA 2018 pg 21) 

The critical incident that will be discussed in this essay took place during an observation in an English Medium Primary School in East Swansea. The school is made up of 16 classes with over 500 full time and part time pupils ageing from 3 to 11. There are 2 separate year groups for each year, and they are split from oldest to youngest. The school also has a Flying Start setting that cares for around 40 children of ages 2 and 3. In the school 35% of their pupils are eligible for free school meals. (Estyn 2014) There are an average of 16% pupils with additional learning needs. In addition, there are an average of 18% pupils who come from an ethnic minority background. There are 16% of pupils who have English as an additional language, however no pupils with Welsh as their first language. In 2014, Estyn graded the school's overall achievement as ‘good’. 


Observation 

The critical incident in question takes place in a year 4 class. Before break the pupils had a lesson on mathematics where they had to count items of recycling and put them into a tally chart. The pupils did not have time to finish this task before break so the teacher explained that they could do it at the start of the next lesson. When the pupils returned after break the teacher gave them 10 minutes to finish their task. After this was completed, they announced that the next lesson would be on literacy, focusing on speech bubbles. The teacher asked the pupils if they had ever heard of the song ‘What does the fox say?’, many responded that they had. The teacher brought up the JustDance version of the song onto the main screen and encouraged the pupils to get up and dance along with the video. However, the teacher reassured them that if they did not want to that was okay too. The teacher showed them that there were speech bubbles throughout the video. The teacher explained to us observers that sometimes they put on a video like this before the start of the lesson so that the pupils can expel all of their playful energy after break. The teacher mentioned that they especially do these types of warm up activities before literacy as the pupils find it hard to concentrate during writing tasks. The activity was very successful as many of the pupils got up to dance along with the video.  Most of the pupils seemed to enjoy the dancing, however there were a few pupils who mentioned that they found the dancing embarrassing. 

Before the pupils started the task the teacher introduced another activity, ‘Dough Disco’. The teacher asked pupils to get a pot of playdough each, they then played a video on YouTube where the pupils had to follow along with the actions. The actions included rolling the dough in their hands and pressing into it with their fingers. Most of the pupils followed along with the actions, whereas some proceeded to play with the dough. 

At the start of the literacy task the teacher asked for the pupils to work together as a class to come up with speech to go along with pictures from a book that they had been studying. The teacher displayed the pictures on the board and wrote out the pupils' suggestions in the speech bubbles in order to show them examples of what they should be doing. In doing this the teacher was reminding them of the correct grammar that they were supposed to be using throughout their speech bubbles. Then the pupils had to go in and fill in the sheets with their own ideas. All of the pupils responded very well to the task and wanted to show the teacher their work. At the end of the lesson the teacher sat the pupils down on the carpet and picked names out of a bucket for that pupil to share their work with the rest of the class. 

There were several critical incidents that I noted during this lesson, however the one that I will be focusing on is using the dance as a way to open up the lesson. I found it a very creative and fun way for the pupils to warm up before the lesson and it seemed to work extremely well in terms of all of the pupils staying on task throughout the hour. This critical incident links to a couple of Donaldson’s four purposes. (Donaldson 2015) This task was encouraging the pupils to become ‘healthy, confident individuals’ who take part in performance and physical activity. It also allowed them to be ‘enterprising, creative contributors’ throughout their class task as they had to think creatively. (Welsh Government 2022).  

Literature Review 

One of the avenues of research in connection with the observed critical incident is physical literacy. When we think of the term literacy we tend to zone in on reading and writing. However, literacy describes the knowledge and competence that we have for that area of learning. (Castelli, Barcelona & Bryant 2015) Researchers describe physical literacy as the skills we need in order to complete physical activity, including ‘motivation and confidence’. (Whitehead 2016) The more confident an individual is the more likely they are to participate in physical activity, therefore developing their physical literacy. (Edwards et al. 2017) This was observed during the critical incident as some of the more confident pupils took part in the dance, whereas the pupils that appeared more timid did not want to participate. 

Studies agree that there are different stages of physical literacy that we develop through our lives and that the first stage starts at home. Whitehead states that there are 6 different stages, including: Preschool, Primary school, Secondary school, Early adulthood, Adulthood and Older adulthood. (Whitehead as referenced in Edwards et al. 2017) Castelli, Barcelona and Bryant discuss this further, stating that each stage includes different relationships. As we grow, we rely on ‘significant others’ to help us develop our physical literacy and this can include teachers. (Whitehead 2016) Children spend a large majority of their time in the classroom with their teacher so it is important for the teacher to delegate time for physical activity in order for the pupils to develop their physical literacy. According to the World Health Organisation, children of primary school age should be participating in around 60 minutes of physical activity a day.  (WHO 2022)

In order to develop physical literacy a variety of physical activities should be used; this can include dance. Dance is a way of expressing ourselves through movement to music. One of the main aspects to physical literacy is physical competence. (Whitehead 2016). Physical competence is the skill of moving and being able to develop patterns with our bodies.  Dance is often overlooked as a form of physical education, however it can provide the skills needed for physical competence. 

Schools may find the transition from physical education to building the development of physical literacy within pupils to be challenging. However, there are suggested approaches that schools should focus on. These include, working on a ‘whole school approach’, this will ensure that every teacher has the same goal in mind for their pupils. (Castelli, Barcelona & Bryant 2015 pg 160) In addition to this, is working on differentiating pedagogy, as we know not all pupils learn the same or at the same rate, so it is important that teachers vary their teaching to suit the pupils. 

One of the ways that physical literacy is being developed in primary schools is through ‘Brain Breaks’. A brain break is simply a moment in the classroom when the pupils get to stop the work that they are doing and do something such as a physical activity or just a chat with a friend. Brain breaks can be in the middle of a lesson or a good way to transition from one lesson to the next. ‘Brain breaks facilitate opportunities for students to breathe, relax, recharge and refocus.’ (Weslake and Cristian 2015) Several studies show that brain breaks can help pupils to increase their concentration and motivation during class. Brain breaks have also been shown to positively impact pupils' grades. (Reilly, Buskist & Gross 2012) Brain breaks can also have an even greater impact if the activity is linked to what is being taught in the lesson. 

Although there are many positives to brain breaks, some argue that they are a hindrance to lessons. During a study done on brain breaks, it showed that after several physical brain breaks throughout the week it took a long time for pupils to refocus on the lesson, therefore costing the teacher time. (Weslake and Cristian 2015) The more effective brain breaks were the ones that included activities linked to the topic of learning. However, the pupils said that they much preferred the break where they got to participate in physical activity. Although the pupils took a longer time to focus, adding physical activity into lessons will help to develop the pupils’ physical literacy. In connection with the critical incident observed, it was found that the pupils responded extremely well to the brain break and remained on task throughout the lesson after having performed the dance routine. The teacher linked the dance to the lesson by showing a music video that included aspects of the lesson, in this case it was speech bubbles. 

There has been research that shows that participating in physical activity can help to increase cognitive ability. ‘Movement can enhance brain functioning, helping students to be more alert and better able to do the complex mental tasks required in classroom learning.’ (Reilly, Biskist & Gross 2012). Despite spending less time in the classroom and more time on physical activity, pupils have said to have received the same grades or managed to increase their grades, even if that was having 10 extra minutes of physical activity during class time. (Trost 2007) This fact is supported by the observed critical incident as the short dance video that the children participated in lasted less than 10 minutes. Overall, the activity seemed to have an overall positive impact on the lesson. As previously stated, the teacher had mentioned that the pupils usually struggle during literacy lessons. However, doing a small activity, such as dancing, at the start of a lesson can make a significant impact on the pupils concentration and motivation throughout the duration of the lesson. 

As stated, using brain breaks not only has a positive impact on academic achievement but also increases pupils’ physical activity. Doing physical activity as part of brain breaks in lessons ensures that it is in a controlled environment where every child can have access to it. (Mok et al 2022) Studies also show that brain breaks are a good way of incorporating technology into the classroom, this could be by using an exercise video. The critical incident supports this as the teacher used a dance video on YouTube. By using videos or online resources this also means that the teacher does not have to make extra resources in order to cater to brain breaks in the classroom. 

There are several different research theories that could have been looked into with this particular critical incident, but physical literacy and the use of brain breaks in classrooms seemed like the obvious choice. To summarise, the research found has been presented in favour of the critical incident. Brain breaks are a way that teachers can include physical activity into their everyday lessons, therefore helping to develop pupils’ physical literacy. This critical incident proved to encourage the pupils to be confident and motivated to complete physical activity in the classroom. 


Reflection 

It is of considerable importance to look out for critical incidents when teaching or observing in order for us as professional teachers to be able to ensure that our practice is informed. The critical incident that I observed had a lot of positive research surrounding it. As teachers we must make judgments on what are critical incidents and what are not. After doing this assignment I feel as though I have a better understanding on what a critical incident is and how to analyse one. 

Through using steps of Gibbs’ reflective cycle, I have been able to compartmentalise the process of this essay to benefit my practice. (Gibbs 1988) Writing up the observed critical incident has aided me in describing the event and exploring the thoughts and feelings around the situation. In addition, by researching the critical incident for the literature review I have explored the possibilities around the incident and have been able to make a decision whether to include it in my practice.  

At the start of this essay, I emphasised the use of critical reflection to the teaching profession. After having researched the critical incident in depth and reflecting on the results, it is clear that adding brain breaks and helping pupils to develop their physical literacy into lessons will be beneficial to my professional practice and to the pupils' learning.  

Based on the research, by adding brain breaks into my lessons the pupils will potentially work more effectively and achieve higher grades. The next steps for my practice will be to figure out the right times to implement brain breaks into my lessons. From the research it was found that sometimes pupils can take a while to settle back into the lesson after a brain break involving physical activity, so the challenge will be to ensure the brain break does not end up taking up valuable learning time. 

During the critical incident the brain break was used for a literacy task. However, this could be adapted for any subject. For example, if the lesson was mathematics the physical activity could include mathematical sums for the pupils to work out how much of one exercise movement that they need to complete. Although this essay looked at the importance of building pupil’s physical literacy, the brain break does not necessarily have to include physical activity, there are many other ways that the pupils could have a break that could perhaps include some form of meditation or something academic. It would be beneficial for the pupils to include a variety of different brain breaks throughout the week in order to meet everyone’s interests and needs, however still keeping it related to the topic of the subject. Furthermore, it may be important to differentiate the brain break if there are any additional learning needs (ALN) in the class. 

As mentioned, when describing the critical incident some of the pupils found the task embarrassing. When implementing brain breaks in my lessons, it would be worth asking the pupils what sort of breaks they would like to do and what they think would benefit them. One of the main aspects of developing physical literacy is to build pupils' confidence, so by asking them what activities they would prefer to do it would encourage them to be more confident and motivated about the task. 

After researching the literature around the critical incident, I now have a better understanding of why teachers use brain breaks in the classroom and how it can be beneficial for building pupils’ physical literacy skills and additionally improving their academic work. 

Conclusion

To conclude, Donaldson’s four purposes state that pupils should be ambitious, capable learners, enterprising, creative contributors, ethical, informed citizens, and healthy, confident individuals. (Donaldson 2015) Along with helping pupils to meet these expectations for themselves, we as teachers should also try to meet these expectations, alongside the professional standards: pedagogy, collaboration, leadership, innovation, and professional learning. Furthermore, it is important as teachers that our practice remains informed throughout our careers, in order to give our pupils, the education that they deserve. We too can be ambitious about our studies and trying new theories within our classrooms. 

As mentioned, being a critically reflective practitioner is vital to the career of teaching. With the new curriculum in Wales being implemented, it is important that our practice is current and informed. In this essay, I have discussed a few different critical practices, including Gibbs and Brookfield. Brookfield states, ‘Every good teacher wants to change the world for the better. At a minimum we want to leave students more curious, smarter, more knowledgeable, and more skillful than before we taught them’. (Brookfield 2017) We can achieve this as teachers if we continue to research into the literature behind the critical incidents that we witness in our classrooms every day. 

In this essay, I looked at physical literacy and brain breaks in connection with the critical incident that I observed in a primary school. After researching and reading studies by renowned names in the field such as Margaret Whitehead, I will gladly implement these practices into my lessons. By doing this essay I have been able to expand my knowledge on the teaching profession and explore what my next steps will be.
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