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It is important to regard teaching as a reflective and constantly evolving profession. This is particularly relevant at present as education in Wales is currently undergoing significant reform. The introduction of the new Welsh curriculum is to be in place by 2023. This is a direct result of the findings of the Donaldson report published in 2015. For the purpose of this essay, the role of critical reflection in teaching will be considered. Following this a critical evaluation of an event from a classroom observation will be undertaken. This event will be referred to as a “critical incident,” and critical incidents are defined by Tripp as ‘mostly straightforward accounts of... events that occur in routine professional practice which are...rendered critical by analysis’(Tripp, 2011, p.24-25). The critical incident observed will facilitate a discussion of more specific areas of teaching. In this case, the observation has led to an exploration of the use of learning objectives and how useful they may be, with particular attention paid to formative assessment, classroom management and the behaviourist school of thought. The areas will be explored with the view of going on to identify next steps that the researcher can take to improve their own teaching practice. When describing the critical incident, the researcher will ensure that the assignment contains ethical research. This will be done in accordance with BERA guidelines in particular prioritising the ‘confidential and anonymous treatment of participants’ data’ (BERA, 2018, guideline 40).

Critical reflection is important in education as it allows teachers to hopefully become more effective and to continually develop as professionals. It is not as simple as just thinking about a lesson and deciding what went well and what did not go according to plan. Critical reflection requires the teacher to act based on their evaluation of a lesson and other factors such as pupil engagement. Reflection without an attempt to improve practice and act on personal or peer-generated targets would be a pointless endeavour. If you are responsible for part of a pupil’s education, it is arguably your duty to try to improve your practice. Schon’s reflective practice model (see appendix one for the full visual model) is particularly helpful as it emphasises the importance of reflecting while in the middle of a situation. Schon suggests that it is important to reflect whilst in action and to take an immediate decisive step in an effort to improve performance. This is arguably crucial in the role of a teacher as taking into account the responses in the classroom and being adaptable can make a substantial difference to the success of a lesson. Schon’s reflective practice model can be separated into two main parts. The first section considers reflecting while something is occurring while the second section is concerned with reflection after an event. Both are important for teachers. Bloom’s Taxonomy (see appendix two) is also an important reflective model in education as it allows the creation and classification of learning objectives. It promotes the development of higher forms of thinking and is fundamentally useful in assisting learners' development. Both models will be kept in mind as the researcher moves through this assignment.

I observed lessons in an English medium secondary school with around 900 pupils in the age range of 11-18. The school is on the border of the two counties of Pembrokeshire and Carmarthenshire in a semi-rural area. The last Estyn inspection for this school was in 2019. It is important to recognise that statistics will have altered since then and that the findings of the report are not completely up to date. At the time of the last Estyn report it was recorded that ‘the percentage of pupils with special educational needs is around 30%’ (Estyn, 2019, p.1) and that this was ‘well above the national average of 23%’ (Estyn, 2019, p.1). The proportion of students in this school who are recognised as eligible for Free School Meals(FSM) is ‘just over 8%’(Estyn, 2019, p.1). This is below the national average of 16.4%. It was suggested in a discussion with a member of the Senior Leadership Team that more students than this may be eligible for FSM but the rural community culture makes it difficult for parents of students to admit that they might need school meals provided for their children. This is one of the specific contextual issues related to the location of the school I was observing. It is of the utmost importance to consider a school in its context. I observed a range of lessons across different subjects and year groups over a two-day period with the intention of identifying critical incidents that I could explore further. After identifying three critical incidents for potential further exploration, I chose one to explore in-depth. 

The critical incident I witnessed and have chosen to focus on for further exploration was the teacher’s use of a clear learning or lesson objective for the whole class in a Year 9 English lesson. At the very beginning of the lesson, the teacher clearly told the class that the purpose of the lesson was to discuss and explore the question: ‘Is the use of violence in protests ever justified?’ The learning objective was written on the board clearly for the whole class to see. The teacher then asked the class for their initial opinions, focussing on a couple of pupils who felt that violence in protests was justified at times. As the lesson progressed, the teacher reminded the class of the learning objective. Most of the pupils appeared to be engaged and the teacher used verbal praise frequently to support and encourage them. It did not matter what task the pupils were set, each part of the lesson was driven by a desire to meet the learning objective. The tasks ranged from simply discussing the question with the person sitting next to them to watching a news report about the IRA’s bombing of Omagh in 1998. After watching the news segment on the bombing of Omagh, the teacher asked the pupils some questions about the events and asked how the news report made them feel. I thought that the connection to the learning objective and the variation of tasks allowing the pupils to develop critical thinking skills and employ empathy was really interesting. The learning objective even extended to the homework set at the end of the lesson. The pupils were told to research a non-violent protestor or group of protestors and provide some bullet points relating to facts they could find. When considering Donaldson’s Four Purposes in relation to the critical incident it is possible to make clear links to the purpose of creating young people who are ‘[e]thical, informed citizens who are ready to be citizens of Wales and the world’ (Donaldson, 2015). The Four Purposes are now to be regarded as the drivers for learners’ experiences in accordance with the new curriculum and the findings of Donaldson’s report.

A discussion about the use of clear learning objectives fairly naturally leads to an examination of Assessment for Learning theory. Assessment for Learning(AfL) is an approach to education which encourages the use of types of formative assessment to create feedback. This feedback can then be used to improve students’ performance. The use of learning objectives is supported and suggested by Dylan Wiliam. In fact, it is the first ‘key strategy’ (Wiliam, 2011, p.11) he mentioned in his inaugural professorial lecture where he identified five ‘key strategies’ (Ibid., p.11) of formative assessment. Wiliam suggests that unless a student knows where they are going they will never get there and stresses the importance of clarity in lesson plans. For him, ‘one has to be clear about what one wants the students to be able to do’ (p.12). Learning objectives can clarify the general purpose of a topic. In addition to helping with formative assessment, learning objectives assist teachers to ensure that classes cover aspects of the curriculum that they will need for summative assessments too.

However, the use of learning objectives is not always applauded by Wiliam. Upon first reading some of Wiliam’s writing a reader could certainly get the impression that he is always in favour of giving students learning objectives at the start of a lesson but it is a much more complex issue than that. In Wiliam’s book Embedded Formative Assessment, the author talks about how difficult it is for humans to ‘put into words what we know’ (Wiliam, 2018, p.63). It is, therefore, seminal to Wiliam that we clarify learning intentions and separate them from context to avoid having a ‘confused learning intention’ (Ibid., p.66) or one which is too specific. This allows for a whole class to work with the same learning intention or objective but allows for differentiation when it comes to success criteria. In a broad sense, learning objectives should include a verb indicating what pupils should be able to do by the end of a lesson or a series of lessons. If a learning objective is vague, it would be far less effective.

In contrast, Blair does not see the value of ‘objectives dictated at the start of every lesson’ (Blair, 2007, p.20) and goes as far as to say that learning objectives should not be related to Assessment for Learning. He believes that learning objectives limit students’ learning because they set an expectation for a challenging lesson that as much as ‘two-thirds of the class’ will be unable to keep up with. For Blair, learning objectives risk making students ‘passive receptors’ (Blair, 2007, p.202) and Blair argues that this goes against Black and Wiliam’s idea that AfL’s ‘ultimate aim is to ensure students learn how to guide their own work’(Blair, 2007, p.202). This aim is to develop a quality that certainly links to Donaldson’s Four Purposes and the need to create ‘ambitious, capable learners.’ Blair is writing about problems that he sees with using learning objectives but it is not specifically stated whether he has a problem with learning objectives in his own subject, in this case, mathematics, or if his criticism of learning objectives is cross-curricular. It certainly ignites a debate about whether learning objectives are helpful for all subjects. Learning objectives do not need to be handled the same way in all subject areas. There is no strict rule that states that a learning objective must be written on the board and copied into exercise books. It could be communicated orally at the start of the lesson and does not have to cover just one lesson. A learning objective may be focused on across a series of lessons and Blair’s problems with learning objectives are controversial because he seems to have a very narrow understanding of learning objectives as a whole.

Blair seems to object to the same ‘tokenistic approach to the sharing of learning intentions’(Wiliam, p.61) that Wiliam refers to. These are the learning objectives that accomplish nothing and that, once copied into exercise books, are forgotten about and not engaged with again. Wiliam says that some teachers refer to these as a ‘wallpaper objective’ (Wiliam, p.61) as they are just put up on the board at the beginning of the lesson and become like decoration without purpose. On first reading Blair’s piece about learning objectives, the two scholars appear to be at odds with each other. A superficial reading would lead to an understanding of Blair as a disgruntled teacher who is not happy with the structuring of lessons and feels restricted by the current curriculum. Blair criticises the educational professionals making country-wide curriculum decisions going as far as to say that the ‘demand for teachers to structure lessons tightly around an expected outcome acts in the manner of a strait-jacket’ (Blair, 2007, p.21). As this is not what Wiliam has suggested Blair’s views are far from an attack on Afl, they are much more easy to reconcile with a frustrated teacher railing at the ‘strategists’ (Ibid., p.20) who appear to make curriculum decisions that do not sympathise with teachers on the ground.        

Another area of exploration that seemed worth considering was classroom management. The provision of learning objectives is an area of education that has an impact on classroom management and referring back to them seems to lead to better pupil behaviour because the pupils are focused, given guidance and not confused about the point of the lesson. For Reed, ‘maintaining a focus on a well-crafted objective may actually increase student engagement’ (Reed, 2012, p.23) and this may allow for opportunities to have better quality class discussions and pupil interactions. Many teachers would agree that it is important to be consistent and specific when stating their expectations for the behaviour of a class. It follows then that teachers should be equally clear about learning or lesson objectives. Pinto suggests that teachers should make a point of remembering ‘to lay out clear learning expectations, as well as behavior expectations’ (Pinto, 2016, p.78).

Classroom management does not have to link to learning objectives and expectations so neatly. There are also classroom behaviour expectations that are developed when you work with different classes and a one size fits all approach may not be the best course of action. One of the difficulties of engaging with different classes of thirty or more individual pupils is the need to develop classroom management techniques that might appear to only be tangentially linked to academic learning and lessons as a whole. If a teacher wants to effectively manage a classroom environment it is logical for the teacher to have clear expectations but also for them to accept that they themselves may have some things they need to work on to be able to handle the behaviour of a class. When doing some reading around this, the researcher found themselves reading a book by Patricia Sequeira Belvel that definitely appealed to a more psychological and individual approach to classroom management. Belvel used an example of a class attempting group work and focused on a dispute between two members of one of the groups. Instead of pretending that the teacher had a serenity and calm that allowed them to immediately be ready to deal with the dispute and with the fact that an item of classroom equipment had been broken in the situation, the author describes the fictional teacher in this scenario feeling the physical effects of anger and having to actively fight the desire to act on her ‘first impulse’ (Belvel, 2010, p.183). Acting on her initial and physically very real anger as a lot of teachers would do would have seen the teacher ‘strike out and send Rachel to the office’(Ibid., p.183). Rachel, of course, is one of the fictional students in this scenario. This course of action does not even seem too extreme, but Belvel points out that the teacher makes a choice. The teacher decides to ask the two students involved in the dispute to sit on opposite ends of a table and she vocalises how she needs some time herself to be able to deal with her own feelings about the situation. Taking five minutes and returning to her initial task, the teacher then returns to the students. While she is walking back to them, she makes a point of praising the group working closest to the dispute and who maintained their own calm and kept working. She asks them how they managed to focus. A member of this group replies, ‘“We just kept remembering what you taught us about the brain being unable to think when we are upset”’ (Ibid, p.183). This could serve as the moral of an apocryphal tale and it may seem idealistic. However, the response from the student in the story rings true. Interpersonal effectiveness is achieved when each person in a situation takes responsibility for their own response. The teacher is modelling the behaviour she wants in the classroom and has obviously had a discussion with the class about behaviour before. When she sits down and discusses the behaviour with each child individually, it is then clear that this approach has been helpful as she allows Rachel to reflect and suggest ways that she can repair the damage to the classroom equipment and to her relationship with the other student. 

The behaviourist approach in education appears to link most closely to the use of clear learning objectives. Behaviourism in its broadest sense is ‘an approach to psychology which constrains psychologists to the investigation of externally observable behaviour’ (Groome and Brace, N, 2014, p.298). In terms of education, it involves the teacher setting expectations and the reward of positive feedback based on desired behaviour. Operant conditioning seems to be most relevant to this as meeting success criteria for a learning objective provides some reward for desired behaviour. This reward can be external in the form of teacher praise or it can have more to do with the learner’s satisfied curiosity and increased understanding of a topic. B.F. Skinner, the scientist that had the most input in the field of operant conditioning stated that ‘[s]tudents learn without teaching but the teacher arranges conditions under which they learn more rapidly and effectively’ (Skinner In: Bresler, et al., 2001, p.58). In other words, the teacher has a vital role to play in a student’s development and it should never be assumed that a teacher’s efforts are wasted. Whether it is a word of praise at the right moment or an unconscious realisation that activates a student’s knowledge, it certainly seems correct to conclude that the ‘teacher-student interaction is of crucial importance’ (Bresler, et al., 2001, p.61). However, the use of clear learning objectives in a learning environment can be considered as part of constructivism and not just a descendent of behaviourism. This is because learning objectives usually build on prior knowledge. Usually the prior knowledge of the class being taught will be a step below what a teacher is planning that they achieve next. In fact, it should be a progression in order to challenge learners. In order to present a class with a realistic and achievable learning objective, a teacher needs to be aware of a number of factors. A learning objective is not realistic if the teacher does not take into account the age and year group of their pupils, for example. While a teacher considers their audience and should incorporate differentiation into their lesson plan, they should also be adding to the building blocks or molecules of learning already in place. Every pupil is an individual and there are always going to be different structures of long-term learning and knowledge in place but a learning objective should help build upon that pre-existing knowledge regardless. 

It is easy to approach education with individual biases but one thing in particular that debunks preconceived ideas about education is classroom observation. The researcher was forced to conclude that one learning theory or school of thought did not prevail above others. Teaching uses a mixture of techniques found in all or most of the significant theories developed and even leaves potential for some techniques which are yet to be explored. Education is a constantly evolving discipline and no one classroom is ever going to appear to just be guided by a single theory nor should it.

Reflecting on the opportunity to do some classroom observations has clarified some of the issues I wish to explore in more depth. This assignment is far from exhaustive. It has succeeded in piquing my curiosity and has highlighted issues that that I had never even considered before. I definitely need to undertake more research into differentiation in order to understand the importance of challenging pupils of all abilities in the classroom. It is not enough to understand that differentiation is needed, it is vital to start looking into ways that differentiation in the classroom can be achieved and implemented. The next steps for my own professional development as a trainee teacher will be to make use of clear, meaningful learning objectives to help develop focused and detailed lesson plans.

I learnt a lot about the importance of praise in a classroom setting from the teachers I was able to observe too. I think it will be crucial to ensure that I am an encouraging and positive teacher. I saw the effects of praise on pupil confidence in my short time observing. I cannot help but consider how important my choice of words will be to fostering not only confidence and creative responses but also how my choice of words will make a difference when dealing with the pupils’ attitude to mistakes. I fully intend to think carefully about my language and tone in the classroom to attempt to create a culture where making mistakes is normalised and accepted as an opportunity to learn. I intend to try to show pupils that mistakes are part of everyone’s learning experience and when necessary I will use appropriate examples of my own errors, such as, when there is a spelling mistake in a PowerPoint presentation or when I accidentally call a pupil by the wrong name. 

The classroom observations I was able to perform were also limited. It was going to be impossible to encounter all of the relevant issues and challenges over the course of four lessons or two school days. I am interested in the role of pupil well-being, the consequences of deprivation and the difficulties of having a challenging home life, for example, and these are issues that did not present themselves during the observation period. 

I also intend to continually develop my pedagogical standards over time and I aim to ensure pupils are learning and not just looking busy. My critical incident allowed me to explore learning objectives in some depth. The use of learning objectives does link to several of Donaldson’s ‘12 Pedagogical Principles’ within the new Welsh curriculum. Learning objectives do promote problem solving and are a catalyst for creative and critical thought, for example. Also, to meet the success criteria for reaching a learning objective, sustained pupil effort is required.

To conclude, if ‘...the main characteristic of critical incident writing is lack of closure and continual revision’ (Tripp, 2011, p.33), then this is also characteristic of the professional development of teachers. Education will always require critical reflection and innovation in order to continually improve and become more effective and relevant to the times. Every teacher should be consistently aware of the limitations and prominent issues in education at any one time and should be willing to change or adapt for the sake of their pupils. If the Donaldson report requires life-long learners then teachers can surely lead by example.
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