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Introduction

Tripp’s critical incident methodology (2012, p.8) states “incidents happen, but critical incidents are produced by the way we look at a situation”. It can be suggested that the recorded incidents show a particular area of interest to the observer whether they are positive or negative experiences (Jasper, 2003). Whipp (2013, p.166) claims “a critical incident is an event which prompts deep reflection. It gives us pause for thought”. Through the identification and reflection on incidents, teachers can uncover new understandings of the teaching and learning process (Farrell, 2008). Furthermore, Tripp (1993) explains the purpose of critical analysis and how teachers can utilize this to improve professional judgement. 
The purpose of this assignment is to critically evaluate and identify future actions for teaching and learning from an observed critical incident. The role of critical reflection will be outlined with regards to its importance in the developing role of teaching as a profession. The contextual information of the school and type of class will be addressed in compliance with the British Ethical Research Association (BERA, 2018). Building on this, findings from the critical incident will illustrate connections to the Four Purposes set out by Donaldson (2015) in the Curriculum for Wales 2022. Following that, two key areas will be identified for further exploration within the literature review. The focus of the critical incident will be reflected and evaluated upon through the use of reflective models. Findings from this will identify next steps for professional and personal development. Lastly, the conclusion will summarise the approach taken and how it links to the Professional Standards for Teaching and Leadership. 


The role of critical reflection

“Reflection is central to a cycle of planning, teaching, monitoring and evaluating” (Grigg, 2015, p.30). Reflective practice is an integral part in the developing role of a teacher, it must be continual and ongoing (Brock, 2015). Bassot (2016) pinpoints a number of key purposes for critical reflection within professional practice. It can be suggested that it allows space for deep thinking, evaluation for continuous development and self-awareness brought to practice. In accordance to this, Wilson (2002, cited in Smith, 2011) states critical reflection is about understanding personal identities and own beliefs. This is demonstrated by Brookfield (1998) who proposed four lenses in reflection; (1) autobiographical, (2) our learners’ eyes, (3) our colleagues experiences and (4) theoretical literature. The autobiographical (self-lens) is fundamental and provides the foundation for critical reflection through previous experiences. Brookfield (1995, cited in Hillier 2005) states each of the lenses enables situations to be looked at from the viewpoints of others, providing a well-rounded view. This particular model places the student at the centre of the learning experience where knowledge and trust are built (Jarvis, 2010). Schön’s (1983) model focuses on ‘reflection-in-action’ and ‘reflection-on-action’. This approach allows professionals to “problem solve ‘on the spot’ where the circumstances are confused or unclear” (Sellars, 2017 p.4).  Reflecting during an event allows the teacher to react at the time of it happening, allowing a more personalised learning experience. Building on Schön, Gibbs (1998) reflective model also encourages the teacher to reflect on thoughts and feelings during and after the event. Once the teacher has passed through the six defined stages, the action plan should outline next steps for improvements and how things can be done differently next time (Grant, McKimm and Muprhy, 2017). In addition to the above models, Driscoll (2007) offers a simpler model of reflection asking three key questions; what? so what and now what? By answering these questions, we can analyse and express our findings in a concise way. 

Professor Graham Donaldson (2015) set out four purposes as a starting point to underpin all teaching and learning in Wales. The curriculum is structured to support and promote the four purposes through each of the Areas of Learning and Experience (AoLEs). Donaldson outlines the important aspects of assessment where learners must engage in self- assessment, taking responsibility for their own learning and next steps. In support of this, Pollard (2014, p. 328) identifies the teachers’ role “… to provide pupils with the skills and strategies for taking the next steps in their learning”. 
Teachers identify areas for their own further professional development through the Professional Standards for Teaching and Leadership (PSTL) (Welsh Government, 2019). The five standards are broken further down into strands with clear expectations of how they can be met. The Professional Learning standard states “the teacher consistently extends knowledge, skills and understanding”. Professional learning is paramount to ensure teachers have the skills to deliver the reforms in education. Teachers can use the above reflective models to identify gaps in knowledge and further progression. It can be suggested that the models are a useful framework in helping teachers to learn from experiences and create a positive change next time (Thompson, 2022).

Observation: School and Class context 

This assignment will adhere to the BERA ethical guidelines (2018) to ensure the information provided on the critical incident is not traceable. 

The observation of the critical incident was carried out in a school situated within an urban area of South Wales. The school is made up of 14 single-year classes and 4 nursery classes, with a total of 471 on roll (including 65 part-time nursery pupils). The percentage of children who qualify for Free School Meals (FSM) sits at 36% which is considerably greater than the average for Wales of 19%. Furthermore, 31% of pupils have been identified as having additional learning needs (ALN) which again is above the national average of 21% (Estyn, 2017). My Local School (Welsh Government, 2021) appears to have more current statistics which indicates little change from the last Estyn (2017) report. In addition to this an attendance rate of 94.0% is recorded. 

The critical incident was recorded during a year 6 mathematics & numeracy class after morning break time. The classroom promoted a comfortable environment, consisting of high and low tables with soft-furnishings and minimalistic walls. Teacher-A started by splitting the class off into groups with the ‘focus group’ remaining on the carpet. Teacher A recapped on previous learning and focused on methods for addition. For the task, some children appeared to be using ICT and others working in their books at the tables alongside their peers. The incident was observed between Teacher-A and Child-X whilst undertaking independent study for a differentiated task.

Critical incident linked to Donaldson’s Four Purposes 

In line with BERA (2018), the data presented will be anonymous to prevent the identification of participants. To follow this, those observed throughout the critical incident will be referred to as Teacher-A and Child-X.

Teacher-A presented the task to the class which displayed three different coloured columns; red, blue and green. Teacher-A confirmed that the coloured columns indicated levels but in a discreet manner to the learners. Before the children went off to complete the task, Teacher-A used a ‘thumbs up/side/down’ method to gauge the children’s confidence and understanding. At the table, Child-X proceeded to start with the first column. Teacher-A circled the table and questioned Child-X on the decision of starting on the red column (lowest). Teacher-A encouraged Child-X to start in the middle on the blue column. Child-X took on the challenge and presented the method and answer to Teacher-A who suggested using a different method. Child-X drew a visual number line on the whiteboard to assist with counting. With a little more direction from Teacher-A, Child-X was confident to complete the task independently.  At the table Child-X could see her peer was struggling and advised her to use the same method as her. Shortly after, Child-X had completed the blue column and confidently moved onto the next (green). At the end, Teacher-A asked Child-X to mark her answers to see how well she had done. 
The critical incident observed was how the teacher differentiated the task, enabling all learners to access it. The task gave the child an opportunity to self-assess and make decisions for their learning.

The critical incident observed relates to the key characteristics of the ambitious, capable learner purpose. Child-X set their own achievement goals by choosing a coloured column of sums to complete. This links closely to “set themselves high standards and seek and enjoy a challenge” (Donaldson, 2015, p. 29). Teacher-A further asked Child-X to talk through the method they had used to work out the sum; this showed Child-X explaining the ideas and concepts they are learning about. Child-X presented the workings out of the first sum to Teacher-A before moving on to complete the rest independently. This shows Child-X meeting the criteria of an ambitious, capable learner through the use of questioning and enjoying solving problems. 
Secondly, the critical incident also links to the healthy, confident individuals’ purpose whereby Teacher-A encouraged Child-X to start at the ‘blue’ (middle) column, helping Child-X to “face and overcome a challenge” (Donaldson, 2015, p.30). Child-X showed traits of having the confidence to participate in performance when the teacher reinforced Child-X’s abilities to do the higher columns. 

Literature Review 

The observed critical incident highlighted many key themes that could be further explored. This assignment will focus on two themes in greater depth: differentiation and self-assessment.

Theme 1: Differentiation
Differentiation is described as an approach for teaching and learning which has the intent to support varied learners within the classroom (Sousa and Tomlinson, 2018). In accordance to this, Tomlinson (2003, cited in Hertberg-Davis, 2009) proposes that the teacher must recognise how students differ in a variety of ways and tailor learning experiences to suit their individual needs. Within the classroom, teachers can uncover learners’ interests and find a pathway into school content, making it accessible for all (Hertberg-Davis, 2009). It can be suggested that each learner has an individual learning style, requiring a variety of instructional strategies, this is known as ‘differentiated instruction’. Tomlinson (2017, p.1) explains that through differentiated instruction “… students have multiple options for taking in information, making sense of ideas and expressing what they learn”. 
There appears to be four fundamental core elements of differentiated instruction within the classroom that can help learners to learn as much as possible; 1) content, 2) process, 3) products and 4) learning environments (Tomlinson, 2001). Throughout differentiation of these elements, teachers can offer different approaches to learning finding out what children learn and how they learn. Tomlinson (2017, cited in Sousa and Tomlinson, 2018) highlights that once teachers are confident in adapting these four elements, there is likely to be great academic success and substantial growth in achievement.  

The most effective differentiated classroom is where learners can purposefully move around the room with invited space for interaction. Sousa and Tomlinson (2018) explains how the classroom set up should encourage learners to collaborate in small groups or with the class as a whole. Teachers can use a ‘flexible grouping’ approach which allows learners to do so. In spite of this, Tomlinson (cited in Wu, 2013, p. 128) states that “flexible grouping is just a small part of differentiation, but it is important”. Tomlinson (2001) recommends that groups must be ‘fluid’ and allow the movement of learners when required. 
This recommendation shows how grouping has moved away from streaming, whereby learners were grouped by their overall ability and would remain in that group throughout all learning (Ireson and Hallam, 2001). Streaming would leave learners feeling labelled and stigmatised. However, this approach may have been favourable to teachers due to the reduced spread of ability, allowing teachers to align teaching to the needs of the ability group.
When learners are grouped together it is important for teachers to identify how learners differ in their readiness, interest and learning and therefore must be grouped accordingly. Tomlinson and Strickland (2005) suggests children can grow in these areas through a flexible learning environment which provides space to work in a variety of configurations. 
          Cooperative learning (CL) plays a key role in creating an interactive learning environment where learners can work together in small groups to maximise each other’s learning. Ismail and Al Allaq (2019) claims that through the integration of both CL and differentiated instruction, learner’s intrinsic motivation is increased resulting in better learning outcomes. In favour of CL Vygotsky (1978, cited in Ismail and Al Allaq, 2019) underlines the importance of learners interacting with more capable peers under adult supervision. Vygotsky (1978) introduced the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) which refers to the difference in what learners can achieve without help and what can be achieved through guidance of a skilled other. This suggests that the More Knowledgeable Other (MKO) can be of any age to facilitate the learner. To continue, Bruner further developed Vygotsky’s theory by introducing the concept of ‘Scaffolding’, who similarly describes it as one person becoming involved in another’s learning (Mercer, 1995). A further explanation suggests that scaffolding is the essence of good teaching and learning. Through the work of Vygotsky and Bruner, it is evident that social interaction plays a big part in the process of learning (Pritchard, 2014). To summarise, despite the teacher being the leader of a differentiated classroom, the learners can contribute tremendously to their learning by problem solving and helping one another (Tomlinson, 2001). 
       Arguably, there are barriers for teachers carrying out effective differentiation as ‘one-size’ does not fit all (Scherer, 2009). With no definitive guidance on how to differentiate in the classroom, teachers must use their own interpretations and consider what is best practice in their individual learning environment (Thom, 2020). Many teachers would agree there is lack of time, support and professional development resources. Moreover, teachers who have been in the profession for many years will “seamlessly weave differentiation strategies into their practice while staying true to their personal style” (Scherer, 2009, p.13). Henderson (2006, cited in Evans & Waring, 2008) therefore offers reasons why trainee teachers face difficulties with delivering a differentiated experience due to lack of their own experience and poor understanding of how to achieve it. As a result, this can leave teachers questioning if they are carrying out differentiation accurately or if there is something else they could be doing to further support learners (Thom, 2020). Tomlinson (2001) advocates the importance of teachers reminding themselves that they are learners in the process too. 


Theme 2: Self-assessment  
“Self-assessment is a way for students to become involved in assessing their own development and learning” (Falchikov, 2005, cited in Frankland, 2007, p.121). Along with this definition, it can be suggested that learning experiences are greatly enhanced when there is emphasis on self-assessment (SA), reflection and feedback. The Curriculum for Wales outlines assessment as a fundamental driver and an integral part of the learning process (Donaldson, 2015). It is important for learners to be engaged in the process and take responsibility for their learning. Under new assessment requirements for teachers in Wales, it is suggested that teachers provide their own assessments that best support individuals to progress at an appropriate pace. Despite the need for learners carrying out SA, Donaldson (2015) highlights how teacher assessment potentially has much higher validity. Brown and Harris (2013) claims how SA can be used as a tool for self-regulation instead due to threats of validity. Explanations for the failure of SA suggest that teachers are not always provided with well-informed guidance of how to carry them out. SA must be appropriately designed whereby learners can make meaning of the standards and criteria in order to succeed (Yan, 2022). Furthermore, assessment is more than just a strategy for monitoring learning as it provides opportunity for new learning experiences.
In essence, SA contributes greatly to increasing engagement and achievement, however we must acknowledge the detrimental effect it can on those with low self-esteem (Brown and Harris, 2013; Faragher, 2014). 
         The need for learners to have self-esteem comes from the five-tiered model proposed by Maslow (1987) known as the ‘hierarchy of needs’. In view of Maslow (1987, pp.21) “Satisfaction of the self-esteem need leads to feelings of self-confidence, worth, strength, capability and adequacy”. Maslow points out that in order to progress through the tiers, one’s basic needs must first be fulfilled. Maslow further stated that the model is not rigid but meeting the basic needs helps learners to thrive in their learning environment. 
With regards to teaching and learning it is not possible for teachers to meet the physiological needs of their learners (Alcruz and Blair, 2022). However, teachers can guide learners to such programmes that can help meet the needs. Recently in Wales, a new FSM system has rolled out where children up to year 2 in primary schools are all eligible. By 2024 the Welsh Government (2022) proposes that all primary school children will be entitled. This scheme will ensure that learners basic need of food is met allowing them to proceed to the next level of the hierarchy.
         Tomlinson and Strickland (2005) further identifies how learners come to school with affective needs in which to feel safe, secure and a sense of belonging. Teachers must hold high expectations of learners and give them a challenge to develop self-efficacy. Bandura’s (1997) theory introduces the concept of self-efficacy and how one’s belief of themselves influences their success. According to Pritchard (2014) Bandura suggested that people learn through observing role models. Scarparolo and Subban (2021) addresses the teachers’ role in modelling behaviour to their learners and how their own self-efficacy beliefs can affect practice. It could be said that “if a teacher has a low self-efficacy belief they are less likely to attend to students’ diverse needs or persist when they face challenges” (Bandura, 1997 cited in Scarparolo and Subban, 2021 pg. 754). As a result of this, teachers require training for their own professional development to build their confidence in self-efficacy (Lipnevich, Preckel and Roberts, 2016). Those learners who develop a strong sense of self-efficacy will show confidence in their abilities with the task at hand, displaying themselves as an independent learner. 

Reflection / Evaluation & Next Steps 

By using Driscoll’s (2007) model of reflection we can ask three key questions whereby the experiences observed can be further analysed…

1) What? here is the opportunity to describe what happened
2) So what? this is where we can reflect on the experience
3) Now what? discussion of the actions taken from the reflections

Through examining many reflective models, I found that Driscoll’s model was most effective and a simple process to follow. It is evident throughout the literature review that differentiation is paramount in the classroom for meeting learners’ individual needs. From exploration of differentiated instruction strategies, it is understood why Teacher-A presented the task in a discreet manner. The literature surrounding this suggests that awareness of ability groups can be damaging for learners and affect their self-confidence. Furthermore, throughout the observed critical incident, learners were sat at the tables within small groups. Vygotsky (1978) presented the components of cooperative learning with great emphasis on small groups along with working independently. From looking at flexible grouping approaches I understand how group work can accelerate learning within the classroom. Child-X showed signs of working independently at the task with some interaction from peers. This is where Child-X demonstrated aspects of being an ambitious, capable learner. 
         From the literature found, I am aware of differentiation as an integral part of the role of the teacher. I understand the importance of keeping learners safe within the classroom environment and holding high expectations for all. Within my own classroom I would encourage the use of collaborative work and strategically place learners into flexible groups. I believe it is important for groups to represent an array of not only abilities but also personalities, where each learner is given a specific role to make contributions of some sort. 
The lack of teachers’ knowledge and understanding of differentiation has been brought to attention. I am aware that my lack of experience could put up potential barriers for my future learners. The pedagogy standard of the PSTL (Welsh Government, 2019) (WG) states “the teacher demonstrates… effective practice in meeting the needs of all learners, whatever their different needs”. 
Therefore, for my own professional development I would seek further training to see what strategies I could implement in my own classroom. The collaboration standard within the PSTL identifies the importance of relationship building amongst colleagues and the positive impacts it can have on learners’ experiences. To do this I would engage in conversations and informal observations to benefit most from others experience. As a trainee teacher, it will be beneficial for me to frame my experiences and reflect on strategies through the use of the Professional Learning Passport (PLP).

In addition to differentiation, the literature review also discussed the importance of self-assessment (SA). Through the exploration of both key themes I have found that various types of assessment intertwine and aids the teacher in effectively grouping learners. SA and peer-assessment are part of the refocus in the Curriculum for Wales 2022. Drawing from the literature review, it is evident that SA optimises learning in many ways. From the critical incident, Child-X showed great self-awareness and confidence during the task, this links to the healthy, confident individuals’ purpose. I have learnt that the purpose of self-assessment is for learners to identify their own strengths and weaknesses and establish next steps in learning. However, I have found that in order for learners to able to take risks and make their own decisions they need to have a healthy level of self-esteem. This is upheld by Maslow (1987) whose theory focused on fulfilling ones innate needs to reach self-actualization. 
       From my observations, I am aware of the importance of implementing SA in the classroom. The PSTL (WG, 2019) for Assessment states “the range of purposes and practices for assessment is understood and articulated”. Within my own class I would trial a range of strategies to stimulate learners and find what suits them best. During the observed critical incident, I witnessed Teacher-A using the ‘thumbs up/side/down’ strategy to get feedback of the learners understanding. This is an approach I would consider using perhaps throughout the middle of the task, to assess if the learners are on track and to see if I need to make changes on the spot. I would also consider the ‘Think-pair-share’ strategy to encourage collaborative working and problem solving. Furthermore, as a teacher I understand that SA is vital for my own continuous professional development. To show progression I will regularly reflect on my practice and set myself achievable targets to ensure I am better equipped next time.

Conclusion

To conclude, this assignment has undertaken a critical evaluation of the key themes highlighted from the observed critical incident. The literature review explored the explanations of others and related to theory to further support what had been found. Strategies of how a teacher may incorporate both differentiation and self-assessment into the classroom have been addressed. Findings have demonstrated the effectiveness of learners working collaboratively and how this can be implemented throughout the classroom. From looking at Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, it has brought to attention the need for taking a holistic approach to learning. The connections made to the Professional Standards for Teaching and Leadership (WG, 2019) has helped to understand what is required from the developing role of teacher. The descriptors for each of the standards gives a clear expectation and a guide on how the standards can be met in practice. The key findings align with the current education reforms of the Curriculum for Wales 2022. The observed critical incident further made meaningful connections to the four core purposes (Donaldson, 2015) with examples of how they were met.
Lastly, the role of critical reflection identified models that teachers can use in developing practice. Driscoll’s (2007) model was used to reflect on the critical incident. By answering the key questions from the model, next steps were identified for both professional and personal development. 
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