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



Introduction

Tripp’s development of a critical incident “…comes from history where it refers to some event or situation which marked a significant turning-point or change in the life of a person…” (Tripp, 2012:24). In terms of education, this suggests that there needs to be a significant investigation into critical incidents within the classroom, in which cause this substantial turning point within a school environment. Tripp argues that these incidents need not be a major event or occurrence, but simply an incident that is deemed to be a pivot within the classroom that directs the learning in a certain way. Through the use of critical reflection and analysis, Tripp argues that these critical incidents are a way of professional learning and advancement as a teacher and understanding these throughout the role of reflection is crucial within early teacher education.
	Using this critical incident theory as a medium in order to explore and develop skills as a teacher, this essay aims to make use of a critical incident observed within a classroom environment, while following the guidelines of observation put forth by Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2006). The aim is to identify and explore the next relevant teaching and learning steps through the critical incident theory, with particular emphasis placed on the role of critical reflection and evaluation.


The role of critical reflection

Critical reflection within the teaching profession is seen as a crucial aspect in the successful development of teachers throughout their entire career (Cochrane-Smith and Lytle, 1999). This is particularly emphasised in contemporary teacher education, with one of the 5 professional standards for teaching and leadership being ‘professional learning’. This suggests that, in order to view successes within the teaching profession, one must utilise the ideas of critical reflection and practice it intently. It has been suggested that, in the modern day, there is increased importance set on reflection, and it has “…increasingly become embedded within discourse concerning teacher professional development, particularly in relation to raising educational standard…” (Zwozdiak-Myers, 2012).
	Furthermore, it is crucial to pay dividends to the large variety of different reflection frameworks that exist, and to acknowledge that many different models of reflection will be more and less useful for different tasks. For example, some professionals have suggested that a simple 5 question questionnaire is sufficient in supplying a consistent amount of information to enable critical reflection (Brookfield, 1998). In his work, Brookfield suggests that these questionnaires ask about learner’s experiences within the classroom, in order to create a medium in which to reflect upon. This is somewhat further evidenced in work done by Farrell in 2012, when looking at Dewey’s and Schon’s work on reflective practice. During this essay, Farrell suggests that “…reflective teaching is evidence based; teachers collet data or evidence about their work and then reflect on this evidence to make informed decisions about their practice” (Farrell, 2010:14). Therefore, there is a clear link between these authors that suggest critical reflection plays a substantial role in the professional development of teachers, and that critical reflection must be used throughout one’s career path, especially in relation to Tripp’s ideas of critical incidents.
	Exploring my own personal reflective practice and critical reflection is a crucial element to understanding critical incidents within a classroom context. As mentioned by a plethora of scholars, the role of reflection within teaching is not simply important, but ultimately essential (Fook and Askeland, 2007). Reflecting upon my own experience of a critical incident within the classroom and exploring the correlation between this and academia regarding learning, and in particular social development in relation to collaborative learning within the school, illustrates a desire and an essential requirement to use critical reflection. This, ultimately, will aid in suggesting whether or not the observed critical incident was actually a cognitive process, or that simply the teacher in the lesson was simply going through the motions of the lesson itself. Nevertheless, the main contingent within this experience was to critically reflect, therefore the usage of prior work from scholars is of the upmost importance.





Observation: School and Class Context

During this observation, I attended an English-medium 11-18 comprehensive school located within the Vale of Glamorgan. The school received excellent categorisation within all the inspected aspects in the most recent report conducted by Estyn in 2019 and was given a target to continue this projected path, with no targets recommended by the body. 
	Commencing the classroom observation, the lesson took place within a relocated classroom, leading the pupils to be somewhat talkative and disruptive as they came in. This, however, did not last long, as the teacher quickly set the students off on the starter task, reflecting upon prior lessons from their exercise books. The lesson was a biology lesson for year 8, and took place at 9:00 on a Tuesday morning, meaning it was first lesson for the pupils. Furthermore, this lesson took place right before the pupils first break, and due to the terrible weather outside meant that I overheard many conversations regarding not being able to fully enjoy the upcoming break time outside. 
	Within the classroom itself, pupils were not put into a seating plan, and when asked about it after the culmination of the lesson, the teacher informed me that this was due to the fact that the pupils tend to behave particularly well regardless of where they are situated within the room, with some exceptions for minor disruptions or disengagement. However, I was made aware that this does not happen often and is easily managed when it does. The seating arrangements were set up in rows of 4 pupils, with a space in the middle to create a walkway for pupils at the back, and for the teacher to walk around the pupils while they work.


Critical Incident linked to Donaldson’s ‘Four Purposes’

The critical incident that I will be looking at in depth is cited as record 1 in the appendices. The critical incident observed came off the back of a group discussion task. The task set by the teacher was to watch the video, and to think about the idea of ‘biological competition’ while doing so. After this, the pupils were given the opportunity to discuss what they believe linked to competition within the video, while the teacher walked around and engaged with various groups on their thoughts. Concluding this, the teacher wanted to open the discussion up to the class in order to gauge understanding through feedback. However, the teacher informed the class that he wanted to explore the ideas he discussed prior with a particular group of male pupils, as they had extremely interesting ideas that he wanted to expand on as a class. When I inquired about this situation at the end of the lesson, the teacher informed that often times that particular group of students can be disengaged with the work, regardless of how knowledgeable they are within the subject. Therefore, the teacher makes attempts to engage the pupils in critical and crucial ways, making them feel like they are a part of the class.
	Fundamentally, this was extremely interesting. This appeared as a way of subtle engagement strategies and employed many of the theories included in the literature review section, particularly collaborative learning in regard to social development. In connection with this, the incident relates holistically to the Donaldson review and in particular his ‘four purposes’ (Donaldson, 2015). 
	Firstly, Donaldson suggests that all children and young people will be “ambitious, capable learners who are ready to learn throughout their lives” (Donaldson, 2015). This is relevant, as the group of pupils exemplify that they are both ambitious and capable with the answers that they put forth in the group discussion. Furthermore, the pupils were eager to expand upon their discussion with the whole class, meaning that they are “enterprising, creative contributors who are ready to play a full part in life and work” (Donaldson, 2015). Moreover, the pupils provided clear and concise arguments in relation to the posed question, and explored this discussion with great and clear confidence within the entire classroom setting, which illustrates clearly that the pupils are “ethical, informed citizens who are ready to be citizens of Wales and the world” (Donaldson, 2015) and that they are “healthy, confident individuals who are ready to lead fulfilling lives as valued members of society” (Donaldson, 2015). 
	Looking critically at this, the pupils gave clear examples of being “ambitious and capable learners” (Donaldson, 2015). They gave answers in which they wanted to share with the class, and did not allude to anything, but gave significant, confident contributions to the classroom discussion. It was clear to see that the pupils were enthralled with the subject and jumped at the opportunity to be able to share their specific understanding and ideas with others. To further this, as the teacher picked them to answer first, they were certainly showing great ambition within their prior group discussions.




Literature Review

Literature has been written on social development of children into adolescence and adulthood by academics for a significant amount of time. There has always been considerable interest, and especially looking at the development of students in school contexts, looking at how young people react to and with surrounding agents and within different contexts. This section will compare different works complete by a range of scholars on the topic of social development and look at the usage of collaborative learning between students in classroom contexts in order to facilitate learning and development.
	In order to look at the holistic view of learning and social development in the classroom context, it is fundamental to begin with looking at the works of Lev Vygotsky. “At the heart of Vygotsky’s theory lies the understanding of human cognition and learning as social and cultural rather than individual phenomena” (Kouzlin, 2003:1). This suggests that the way in which learning is fundamentally framed into progression throughout the schooling years is through socialising about the learning. A plethora of other scholars, such as B.F Skinner and Urie Bronfenbrenner, suggest that the most important aspect of the social development of children is a positive relationship with the primary care giver, and while this plays a massive part, there needs to be adverse attention paid to the social interaction that Vygotsky suggests.
	One thing that is incredible critical, is that this social contact and social interaction, doesn’t necessarily mean that it must be with peers. Although Vygotsky suggests that this is in fact crucial and is further supported by the Ecological systems theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1979), there are academics that support the idea that social interaction can be obtained through a wide array of different interactions with a variety of people. Conclusions have been drawn by numerous scholars that evidence this idea. One conclusion that was surmised by Ashiabi and O’Neal suggests that proximal process, that of interactions between child and parent, and even more so through interactions between classroom peers, play a more prominent role in social development than that of what they label ‘contextual factors’, such as the neighbourhood that the child lives in. Therefore, there is clear and concise evidence to suggest that the interactions in which students in a classroom environment partake in between each other can facilitate not only further advancements in social development throughout adolescence, but also expand upon learning theory that would illustrate that learning can be completed to a higher standard when students engage with the class content with each other (Ashiabi and O’Neal, 2015). 
	In addition to this, there has been a suggestion that “student self-efficacy, behavioural engagement and emotional engagement are key factors for academic achievement” (Oliver et al, 2018:1). This supports arguments made by other authors in suggesting that the facilitation of learning can be strengthened and expanded through the usage of collaboration between students while learning. In this work, Oliver et al gave 90% of students in a high school a questionnaire regarding self-efficacy and engagement when allowed to collaborate with other learners. While the study may be somewhat limited by the missing 10% of students, the 90% that did partake in the study gave evidence that highly suggested the use of collaborative learning was crucial in their ability to learn new content in relation to prior learning, but also that the level in which the students engaged with such content expanded to a significant degree. The author suggests that being able to work alongside their fellow students and to be able to discuss and articulate ideas amongst one another, the students were more willing to engage entirely in the content and context of the lesson (Oliver et al, 2018).
	Furthermore, Ettekal and Mahoney suggest that “development is hypothesised to be the joint product of four defining properties: person, context, process, and time (Ettekal and Mahoney, 2017:5). This further supports the arguments made by other scholars on the importance of collaboration in learning, suggesting that the context in which students learn amplifies the learning process. What is more, further evidence of this was conducted by Lv et al in 2022. The authors here followed 654 first year students at a vocational college, and used questionnaire techniques to explore what lessons the students felt more involvement in. The authors concluded that the direct involvement within the lessons, being able to process information as a collaborative throughout the lesson series, and continuous engagement with the material were the main ways in which students during this study confirmed how they learned the best (Lv et al, 2022). Moreover, the study also led to the authors suggesting that these forms of learning actually led to higher levels of critical thinking skills throughout maturity over the course of the year, which backs up other studies on social development (Lv et al, 2022). However, it is of upmost importance to note that the students that took part in this study were in their first year of college. Therefore, the study may be limited in some aspect, as it is not focusing on the same age group as the other studies. Nevertheless, it is crucial to mention this study, as it shows that this level of collaborative learning and social development doesn’t simply stop or slow as students leave secondary school but carries on throughout further development past adolescence and into parenthood. To further evidence this study, Purkarthofer and Mantysalo completed a study at Aalto University in Finland, which looked at collaborative student-led learning. During this, they concluded that collaborative learning led to an enhanced knowledge and understanding of the subject content, as well as higher level of skills and identity development (Purkarthofer and Mantysalo, 2022). Furthermore, they also conclude that student feedback was overwhelmingly positive and enthusiastic. 
	However, although collaboration within a school context has been seen as overwhelmingly crucial in works completed by scholars, there has been a significant argument regarding how important the collaboration is depending on the medium in which it occurs. For example, Gren-Landell et al suggest that although collaboration in lessons is extremely important, it is not the most important form of collaboration. The findings completed by these authors make explicit remarks to the fact that collaboration needs to be made further than simply in the lesson and suggest that collaborative efforts between the school and parents, on top of students, is of upmost importance. They provide evidence for this by discussing how “problematic school absenteeism and associated problems of early school learning have gained increased policy attention in Sweden and other countries” (Gren-Landell et al, 2015). Therefore, attention through government policy illustrates the significance of collaboration between parents and school on top of the collaboration between learners in the classroom in order for sustained social development.
	When looking at the research conducted on social development and collaborative ideas within the classroom of a secondary school, the work completed by Van Den Bossche et al is significantly important to look at. During the study, the authors suggested that “collaborative learning was conceptualised as the creation of mutually shared cognition” (Van Den Bossche et al, 2006). Regarding this, the authors suggest that collaborative learning and social development not only go hand in hand in terms of the individual but constitute towards a metacognitive connection between a team of people. They suggest that the development of these ideas through collaboration leads a strong social bond between the people taking part in the learning, and further illustrate ideas that this set of learning and social development is significantly stronger than taking part on an individual level. These ideas are fundamentally linked to the studies completed by Lev Vygotsky and provide a significant amount of evidence to suggest the importance of these studies into the psyche of young learners collaborating on a shared project (Van Den Bossche et al, 2006). In addition to this, Van Den Bossche et al suggest that framing works in a collaborative environment and facilitating the use of collaborative efforts creates for better holistic understanding of the task at hand, and of the overall learning, and allowing the learners to attain something they call “mutual shared cognition” (Van Den Bossche et al, 2006).
	Therefore, all the authors discussed have contributed significantly to the idea of collaborative learning and the important role it plays in the social development of young learners going through the schooling system. Ultimately, the work draws back on, relates to, and expands on the work done by scholars such as B.F Skinner and Lev Vygotsky, and solidifies the crucial role of collaborative learning in a young person’s development throughout adolescence and into adulthood. 
	
	

Reflection, Evaluation, and next steps 

Reflecting upon my experience within the school context and looking at the critical incident through the scope of collaborative learning and social development, the role that the teacher played within that classroom in facilitating that collaborative learning and giving the students a medium in which to expand upon their discussions has become increasingly more important. There is a significant amount of evidence that suggests the ideas portrayed in the classroom of collaborative learning contribute in a substantial way to the social development of young people within a classroom environment and can lead to further advancements in social development. 
	In order to evaluate the experience and look forward into the next steps that are required, I will use the ERA model of reflection, developed by Jasper in 2013. Although this model of reflection is somewhat basic, I believe that it gives the perfect number of categories in order to successfully reflect upon a task such as this one, without overwhelming and side-tracking the purpose of the reflective task. In this model, Jasper focuses on three major sections: Experience, Reflection and Action. The collaborative learning that I experienced is what I have chosen to focus on using Tripp’s critical incident theory (Tripp, 2103). As discussed in this essay, the use of collaborative learning as a way to engage the pupils in the work, while also developing them socially alongside the four purposes (Donaldson, 2015), meant that there was a significant event that took place that opened up the possibilities of exploration through an academic lens. While reflecting upon this through these academics works, it is fundamentally clear to see that this use of collaborative learning not only aided in the social development of young learners, but also facilitated a more engaged classroom environment, where students who may not want to participate in the discussion individually, were given a support mechanism through the usage of peers that they chose to work with.
	Finally, there needs to be a significant investigation into what my next steps will be. As a training teacher, I believe that this medium of classroom discussion is crucially significant. I believe it gives the students access into classroom discussions without having to directly contribute if they have considerable issues in doing so. It gives the pupils a safety net in the form of their peers beforehand and allows the students to formulate and articulate their ideas in an environment they may consider ‘safer’, before contributing to the holistic class ideas. Therefore, I believe that this approach will be used by me in my practices, and I further emphasise that the advantage of discussing ideas in small groups is of the upmost importance.
	Nevertheless, I appreciate that there are issues with this approach, such as whether or not somebody is engaging in the group discussions beforehand, however I feel as if the positives of this approach far outweigh the negatives, and therefore one of my next steps will be to integrate this into my teaching practice.
	One suggestion I may decide to make, would be that of altering the sizes or members of different groups as the discussions continue. This may be in the form of creating groups myself, allowing students to form relationships with class members that they may not usually interact with, with a goal of ultimately making a classroom environment in which the students will all have a sufficient bond with one another to be able to contribute to the larger discussion as a whole group. Another way in which I may decide to use this medium, is to create a dialogue in pairs of students. This way, students will be required to engage fully with their partners, and there is less chance of there being somebody excluded from the group discussions. Nevertheless, this approach also has its issues, and there is no perfect way to use these ideas.
	

Conclusion

To conclude, the evidence is clear to suggest that the role of collaborative learning, in small groups and holistically as a class, is of a considerably significant importance when facilitating the social development of young learners and students as they go through school. Looking back at the academic evidence, there has always been such importance placed on this role and looking at it in depth further exemplifies the significance of this idea throughout the learning process.
	Viewing this through the lens of the professional standards of teaching and leadership, collaboration is a crucial aspect not only through learners’ perspective, but also through that of the teacher, allowing pedagogy to develop. Therefore, the use of collaboration is seen to be incredibly important through all scopes of social development, even past that of young learners and school aged students. It is a means of facilitating expansive learning and development throughout all professional learning experiences. 
	In assessing the approach taken, looking at the link between collaboration and social development is incredibly significant, however that does not simply mean it is the only factor that plays a significant role. Collaborative learning is only one aspect of a complicated theory of social development, and more focused roles on other theories must also play a significant part in order to fully understand the whole picture.
	Finally, the role of reflective practice in all of this holds as being crucial, as without it, all aspects of the study are simply used as a baseline, and further development is stunted before it has chance to advance. The role of reflection throughout any lens is integral, and regardless of the scope taken to explore such teaching practices, the role of reflection is what facilitates the in depth look at what occurs. 
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Appendices


Observations and Field notes

Record 1
	Date and time, year group: 27/09/2022 9:00 – 10:00, Year 8 Biology lesson


	Where and When: Context of the observation – subject/AOLE, general classroom context

A biology lesson that took place in a changed room. The class had a population of 31, meaning that there was only one empty seat in the entire classroom (this is possibly due to the last-minute room change). The observer sat on a solo desk near the window, with a good outlook over the entire class holistically as well as the teaching practices on hand. The class took place at 9am, meaning that it was Year 8’s first lesson of the day after their registry session, and meant that the lesson took place just before their first break period. The lesson was a mixture of different teaching approaches, with different written tasks, videos and a crossword being part of the lesson.






	What happened: a detailed description of the critical incident (the more detail the better to refer to in your later work)

During this class, the teacher was showing videos on the subject of food chains and competition. Before these videos commenced, the teacher instructed the class that they would need to focus on the main theme of competition while watching these videos, and he will be asking questions after this to gather some feedback on what has been learned. 
              After the videos had finished, the teacher asked the class to discuss what they thought the different animals in the videos were competing for. While the class was discussing this, the teacher would give numerous time checks to let the pupils know how much time they had left. Moreover, the teacher would walk amongst the pupils to ask questions about what they have found and learned. 
              When the task had finished, the teacher announced that he wants to ask a certain group of boys at the back, as they had “…a really good thought process that we should expand on as a class”. The researcher saw this as a critical incident.
              When I was discussing this with the teacher after the lesson, he told me that this group of boys can be disruptive during certain lessons depending on the time of day, but when he gives them praise and an opportunity to work with the classroom then they more often than not become significantly committed and ingrained in their tasks. 









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

There are numerous possibilities of research to explore regarding this critical incident. The main topics of focus for this critical incident will be collaborative learning, student-centred learning, and behaviour management theory.
                     If this is the critical incident that I choose to explore, I will use the focus of student-centred learning, and use the other theories to structure and support the argument.
One of the major pieces of academia I will be comparing this critical incident to would be Rosenshine’s “principles of instruction” and compare and contrasting how the ideas portrayed by the author were illustrated throughout the key moment of this particular lesson. 








	Notes: any details you can note (is it a busy environment, is it after lunch, are there lots of distractions, are directions made explicit - the more you can refer to the better here)













Record 2
	Date and time, year group: Monday 26/9/2022, 11:15-12:15, Year 9


	Where and When: Context of the observation – subject/AOLE, general classroom context

This session was a year 9 maths lesson where the set one pupils were learning about fractions. The classroom had a population of 32, meaning that there were no free seats located in the classroom. The pupils were not put in a seating plan due to being a set 1 and the teacher exhibiting a certain level of trust in them to complete the work. The tables were set into rows of 8 people, with a gap halfway through the classroom to allow access to the back of the class.





	What happened: a detailed description of the critical incident (the more detail the better to refer to in your later work)

During the lesson, the teacher had prepared a worksheet for the students to complete. It consisted of a puzzle that the pupils needed to cut out and piece together. However, the teacher had precut the in half, which meant that the pupils only received half of the task. When this was relayed to the pupils, a few diverse groups immediately jumped at the opportunity to work as pairs or in small teams. This is a very solid indication of the collaborative, student-centered learning. What is more, this is an extraordinarily strong example of pupils having gone through strong social development within their classroom/friendship groups.







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

This incident was an extremely good indication of the kinds of social developments that these pupils have gone through with the pupils within their classroom social group. What is more, it illustrated clearly that these pupils are already practiced in working collaboratively, and in fact portrays that they are open to the idea.
                   If this incident is chosen to become my critical incident, I will focus on this through the lens of social development theories and use ideas of student-centred learning and collaborative learning as the supporting theories.  In particular, the background research can be compared to Mayer, Roberts and Barsade (2008) study on emotional intelligence and compare this to the Welsh Governments CAMHS (guidance on child and adolescent mental health). Furthermore, these further avenues of exploration can lead to an in-depth study on metacognition and can be supported by looking at how these pupils came to their own judgement of wanting to work together in this manner.








	Notes: any details you can note (is it a busy environment, is it after lunch, are there lots of distractions, are directions made explicit - the more you can refer to the better here)













Record 3
	Date and time, year group: 27/09/2022 9:00 – 10:00, Year 8 Biology lesson


	Where and When: Context of the observation – subject/AOLE, general classroom context

During the Biology lesson, the lesson was planned in a way that the pupils were completing bits of work in between watching different educational videos. Within this time, pupils were extremely quiet while watching the videos, and the teacher told me that he was using the videos as a reward for good behaviour. The lesson was a classroom population of 31, however the class were very well controlled by the teacher, and there were no behavioural issues in the class. The teacher told me that this was due to the usage of praise and rewards.





	What happened: a detailed description of the critical incident (the more detail the better to refer to in your later work)

The class took part in a class wide discussion regarding the subject topic with the teacher taking a predominately back roll within this, only jumping in to guide the pupils in the right direction. After this classroom discussion, the teacher set a written task to be completed within their books. While instructing this task, the teacher explained “…if you guys can finish all this task nice and quietly within the next 10 minutes, I will show you some more videos”. This was a clear task explanation, given the pupils noticeably clear time limits and a reward system to work towards. After the lesson had finished, I asked the teacher about this system, and he explained how he uses it frequently and that it works most of the time. 
                      This incident provided a good example of solid behavior management theories and aided in understanding the various kinds of conditioning that takes place within the classroom environment. 







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

Deep diving into this critical incident can lead to a lot of background theories by a variety of scholars. This incident is a good example of different conditioning, in particular positive reinforcement. Moreover, when looking into the avenues of research that could be considered, it would be extremely helpful to consider looking at different reward systems within learning environments and looking at different behaviour management systems and social development.








	Notes: any details you can note (is it a busy environment, is it after lunch, are there lots of distractions, are directions made explicit - the more you can refer to the better here)
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