Critical Reflection

Watts and Lawson (2009, p.610) define critical reflection in education as "the ability of teachers to be able to reflect upon practice in a critical way in order to actively improve current practice through a process which involved systematically evaluating a range of complex factors". This essay will produce a critical reflection of my progress in planning and implementing three of the twelve pedagogical principles in my first professional teaching experience and provide recommendations of how I can ensure further progress. My first teaching practice took place in a mixed year 2/3 class in a small, rural primary school. The three pedagogical principles I will be focusing on are; employing Assessment for Learning (AfL), regularly enforcing Cross-Curriculum responsibilities and creating authentic contexts for learning. The principles are outlined in Donaldson's (2015) successful futures review which is to be implemented in 2022 (Welsh Government, 2017). 

[bookmark: _GoBack]This section will discuss AfL which has become a widespread fundamental aspect of teaching. It is regarded as a significant feedback-driven pedagogical approach by many theorists since large amounts of research suggests AfL enhances pedagogical practices and improves student outcomes (Bass et al, 2015; Wiliam, 2018; Deluca et al, 2018; Nancy, Fisher and Hattie, 2018; Heritage, 2018; Welsh government, 2019a). Dylan Wiliams and Paul Black synthesised research on formative assessment and produced the term and components of AfL (William, 2012; Deluca et al, 2018). AfL consists of 5 key aspects that should be integrated into everyday teaching in order to effectively enhance pupil progression which include; self-assessment, peer assessment, feedback, sharing the success criteria and eliciting evidence of pupil learning (Clark, 2012; William, 2012). However, empirical research, largely focusing on teachers adoption of AfL, has highlighted the misinterpretation of the term ‘Assessment’ within AfL which resulting in the disparities of the implementation of the AfL principles resulting in reports finding AfL does not have a significant effect (William et al, 2004; Wiliam, 2011; William, 2012; Wiliam, 2013; Deluca et al, 2018). Therefore, I am going to carry out a critical reflection of how I have planned and implemented AfL principles.

At the beginning of my first Professional Teaching Experience (PTE1), I felt that planning to embed AfL principles was a strength since I used a range of the AfL strategies shown in illustrative example 1 (William, 2012). When planning my initial lessons, incorporating AfL strategies was my main focus due to research highlighting the importance of this approach (Heritage, 2018). However, upon reflection, I now realise that I over planned to implement AfL strategies since as mentioned in Illustrative example 1, during the delivery of this lesson I was unable to carry out the AfL strategy ‘hot seating’ and I did not model a full ‘WAGOLL’, therefore the implementation of these strategies was less effective and an area I need to improve on. In order to improve this, I need to ensure that I work on my timings and plan for realistic strategies that will have a direct impact on pupil’s progress. Within the lesson I decided to implement a mini plenary strategy for the pupils to show their peers the poems they had created. This proved very successful since the pupils provided feedback which instilled confidence in the pupils which is why, through discussion with the class teacher, I decided to continue sharing the poems as the plenary of the lesson (Wallace, Kirkman and Townsend, 2012). Therefore, in the future, I need to identify effective AfL strategies in relation to the context of the lesson since Hartell (2012) argues that if the aim of the AfL strategy is not to progress understanding then the usefulness of the technique should be questioned. 

As the placement developed, planning for AfL strategies to be implemented into my lessons became less of a focus. However, due to increasing my confidence when delivering lessons, I implemented more AfL strategies when needed, for example, I developed my questioning techniques, ability to check pupils progress through mini-plenaries and sharing the success criteria which Nancy, Fisher and Hattie, (2018) and Heritage (2018) highlight the effectiveness of this approach. This shows positive progress of my ability to implement AfL strategies within the delivery of my lessons, however, I need to develop the ability to recognise where these opportunities for the above AfL strategies would be most effective within my lesson plans in order to ensure that I implement them in my day-to-day teaching (Rashid and Jaidin, 2014). 

Monitoring pupils progress is one of the most important aspects of AfL since it can inform me how to effectively progress the pupils understanding (Assessment Reform Group (2010). Illustrative example 2 shows how I have attempted to develop this aspect of AfL effectively, however, due to only implementing this strategy towards the end of PTE I was unable to develop my ability to assess pupils accurately, although I did state how reliable I felt each assessment sheet was based on what evidence of the pupils learning I used to make my judgement. Although, I think this is an effective system, I need to ensure that all assessments I make on the pupils learning is collaborative and accurate (Carless, 2005; Welsh Government, 2019a). Therefore, within my next placement I need to ensure I take this strategy forward, although ensuring I adopt a holistic approach to make my judgments that involves collaborative discussion with colleagues.

Hattie (2012) ranked feedback 10th out of 150 factors to progress pupils’ learning. Following a weekly meeting with my class teacher, we discussed how to provide feedback and feedforward to effectively enhance pupils’ progression (Florin, 2010; Coombs et al, 2018). I also decided to provide pupils the opportunity to self and peer assess their work which is shown in illustrative example 3. However, many pupils struggled during this lesson since it was a new concept and therefore, I could have planned to incorporate more questioning strategies to develop their reflective terminology and way of thinking (Russell, 2012). Also noted within the example, is how the year 2’s only completed self-assessment, although Deluca (2018) found in a large-scale study of pupils (n=1079) they valued peer assessment the least, therefore indicating that self-assessment should be prioritised. However, Taskin (2018) recently emphasises the importance of a range of assessment approaches and since peer assessment is a popular approach, used throughout the education system, I need to ensure pupils have the opportunity to develop this skill (Welsh Government, 2019b). Therefore, in the plenary, I could have ensured that pupils, verbally, got the chance to peer assess their peers work in order to familiarise themselves with this assessment method to enhance their reflective skills which is vital for the 21st century (Welsh Government, 2019d). 

To conclude my progress of AfL I feel I have embedded AfL to a small extent, although I was unable plan to use AfL to have a significant impact on ensuring pupils have an active role in their learning (Lee, 2019). Overall, I feel I have made little progress when planning to embed AfL strategies into my lessons and therefore, for PTE part 2 I need to ensure that I incorporate the key strategies effectively, where appropriate, to ensure it has a direct impact on pupils’ progress. I feel that my delivery of questioning, sharing the criteria and the ability to identify when I need to adapt the lesson to develop pupils’ capability to successfully complete the task has positively progressed to a high extent during my PTE part 1. I specifically need to develop my feedback and develop my accuracy when assessing the pupils progress during the series of lessons (Carless, 2015).  

This section will explore the cross-curricular pedagogical approach which has increased in use over recent years, significantly since the ‘successful futures’ review (Parker, Heywood and Jolley, 2012; Donaldson, 2015). Other countries, that adopted this approach, found there is significant complexity of curriculum organisation and implementation of this approach which could be due to the cultural differences that impact educational values and priorities (Parker, Heywood and Jolley, 2012). However, critics of this approach argue that cross-curricular curriculum lacks structure and provide pupils with the opportunity to avoid developing skills they find challenging which could be why, this once popular approach in the 1960’s, went out of ‘fashion’ (Russell and Hughes, 2013). However, research indicates that adopting a cross-curricular approach develop skills by building cognitive bridges between subject disciplines and increases retention which could be why it is valued by many educationalists (Russell and Hughes, 2013; Lynch, 2016). Although, ensuring that the cross-curricular links are embedded effectively to ensure pupils learn meaningfully is which was highlighted in the curriculum feedback analysis since respondents felt this approach will support the development of pupils’ key skills (Wavehill, 2019). Within the new curriculum, Donaldson (2015) has highlighted literacy, numeracy and digital competence as being the cross-curricular responsibilities that should be embedded to support all learning and prepare pupils for the modern world (Welsh Government, 2019c). Therefore, I am going to reflect how I have implemented this pedagogical principle and conclude how I can ensure progression within my practice. 

At the beginning of PTE1, I felt that planning lessons to ensure the cross-curricular responsibilities were embedded effectively into my lessons would be a strength of mine. This is because throughout my undergraduate degree in Primary Education, I was really interested in this emerging aspect of the curriculum being prioritised (Donaldson, 2015). However, I struggled to plan to ensure the focus tasks embedded the cross-curricular aspects of the lesson. This was highlighted in Illustrative example 4 since within the lesson plan, it shows various planned activities however, only one of the tasks included both the digital competency and literacy responsibilities and due to one of my target being classroom management, I still found it difficult to ensure that all pupils had the opportunity to complete this task. I recognised now that I could improve my planning by ensuring that the other tasks include the cross-curricular skill, although still ensuring that it is adding value to their learning since research suggests teachers can be driven by specific technology rather than the desired learning outcomes to enhance their digital skills (Education Endowment Foundation, 2019). I will also ensure I have a balance between teaching subject specific and cross-curricular to ensure I provide suitable contexts for effective learning (Lambirth and Roden, 2011)

During the beginning of placement, I also got the opportunity to create missions alongside the class teacher, shown in illustrative example 6. This developed my understanding of planning cross-curricular around a theme, which I felt was a strength of mine. However, this was a part of the pupils enhanced provision which Russell and Hughes (2013) highlights a limitation of this approach being, pupils are given too much freedom which then provides them with the choice to carry out the missions their own way, not developing certain skills. For example, one of the missions is to create a tree, and a ‘should’ aspect of the success criteria is that they measure that it is more that 30cm wide, although they might skip this and therefore are not developing their numeracy skills. Therefore, this reinforces the importance of embedding a cross-curricular approach to teaching within the focused tasks (Lynch, 2016). 

Towards the end of the placement, I began to focus my planning to ensure that the focused task had cross-curricular links shown in illustrative example 5. However, I found the implementation of it difficult and more complex than initially I thought it would be in order to ensure the pupils learning is meaningful. My experience correlates with findings from a small-scale study of student teachers which revealed a paradox between positive perceptions of cross curricular teaching and the direct experience of implementing it (Parker, Heywood and Jolley, 2012). In example 5, I felt that I had planned for the lesson to ensure the cross-curricular skills were embedded although I had not planned enough time to teach the pupils how to use the software effectively, therefore I ended up recording the pupils which meant they did not have first-hand experience using the green screen app, therefore not developing their digital skills effectively. Pearce (2016) argues that pupils learn from doing, therefore, upon reflection I felt that I needed to ensure there was enough time for the pupils to develop their digital skills in order to use the app effectively in order to have completed the numeracy link within the lesson plan. Therefore, next time, I would ensure the pupils recorded each other performing their poems, instead of me. 

Overall, I feel I have made progress when planning to ensure cross-curricular responsibilities. However, from reflecting on my ability to reinforce cross-curricular responsibilities, with my class mentor, I realise I still need to develop my ability to effectively adopt this pedagogical approach to ensure that it adds values to pupils learning when delivering the lesson. To do this, I am going to develop my understanding of the rationale behind this approach in order to become a well-informed, reflective practitioner (Russell and Hughes, 2013). I am also going to ensure I reinforce the cross-curricular responsibilities within my topic lesson since I found it a lot easier with mathematics and English to do this which recent research suggests some topic themes are easier to link cross-sectional than others (Karvankova and Popjakova, 2018). 

Learning through authentic contexts is the next pedagogical principle I will explore. Donaldson (2015) recommends learning should take place through authentic contexts which Estyn (2019) supports, indicating it is an effective approach in various best practice case studies. The theory behind authentic learning is ensuring that pupils are given the opportunity to learn through relevant experiences, apply their knowledge, learn by doing, adapting and developing their skills in order to be successful in life outside of school (Bird and Rosaen, 2005; Willems and Gonzalex-DeHass, 2012; Pearce, 2016). This links to the Acquisition, Making Meaning and Transfer (AMT) model since learning through authentic contexts ensures they have the opportunity to address these aspects of learning (Wiggins and McTighe, 2011). However, within the primary setting the ‘making meaning’ is arguably more important due to children’s stronger egocentric tendencies, therefore they look for that meaning within their learning to increase self-interest or otherwise, what is learnt is likely to be forgotten (Hoffmann, Singer and Steinbeis, 2015; Pearce, 2016; Riva et al, 2016). However, it can be difficult to ensure that all learning is authentic since it often requires resources that can be rare, although creating authentic learning environments is becoming increasingly accessible due to technology (Santos et al, 2016). It is important that I reflect on my ability to ensure pupils are given the opportunities to learn through authentic contexts since research suggests that this approach can contextualise academic learning, increase pupils’ motivation and possibly enhance deeper understanding (Willems and Gonzalex-DeHass, 2012; Aldridge and Galos, 2018). 

During my first week of my PTE, I was fortunate to go on a school trip and see first-hand the impact this has on creating an authentic environment. As noted in illustrative example 9, I was then able to use the skills and knowledge the pupils developed on the trip and further develop this authentically. Constructive practices value the significance of connecting active learning to real-life experiences pupils have had (Willems and Gonzalex-DeHass, 2012; Clarke-Vivier and Lee, 2018). This instantly developed my awareness of the importance of ensuring I create authentic learning environments in order to engage and create meaningful links with the real world (Pearce, 2016). As this experience happened towards the beginning of PTE, it enabled me to ensure elements of my lessons plans linked to the real world, highlighting a key strength of mine throughout my placement. This was shown in my second topic lesson (illustrative example 7) when I linked the skills of comparing two pictures of Swansea docks, to their topic work of comparing two pictures of Castle Gardens. This ensured the learning was meaningful since they were looking at how Castell Gardens had changed over time. My planning of creating authentic contexts was strengthened by including a video of my grandmother, providing her own account of what Castell Gardens used to look like when she was younger, which links to pupils being given the opportunity to use a range of historical resources, including real life people, within the foundation phase curriculum (Welsh Government, 2015). The delivery of this lesson proved successful in engaging and motivating the pupils to independently deepen their understanding, by asking their own relatives about their experiences in Castle Gardens. However, I could have provided opportunities for the pupils to feedback their experiences of castle Gardens in order to help them inform me how to effectively create an authentic environment (Obiweluozo and Omotosho, 2013). This would have linked to another pedagogical principle ‘encourage collaboration’ since pupils would have an input into how they develop their own learning (Donaldson, 2015). 

As the placement developed, I continued to plan to link learning to real-life contexts by ensuring that pupils understood why different 3D shapes had different mathematical names and had access to real-life objects that were a variety of different shapes. This ensured the different mathematical tasks created authentic learning, however, not every task was authentic which Pearce (2016) states that every task and lesson should instill authenticity, whereas I was ensuring that most lessons created opportunities for pupils to link learning to real-life situations. However, I found ensuring every task created authentic contexts for learning very difficult, particularly when planning my series of English lessons. However, Day (2004) found research showing authentic materials used in English can decrease motivation due to language often being too difficult for all learners. However, Day (2004) highlighted Peacock’s (1997, cited in Day 2004) more reliable data that suggests pupils find authentic materials significantly less interesting. This could be down to that challenge of sourcing authentic materials, which was something I particularly struggled with. However, I need to develop my ability to link real-life learning to literacy by possibly looking at Welsh poets or authors or stories that linked to relevant issues, pupils in my class are dealing with, which would also require me to develop my relationship with them further (Parr, 2018). 
I recognise now that I need to provide pupils with opportunities to express their hobbies and interests in order to make the learning even more meaningful and authentic. This highlights the importance of developing teacher-student relationships and the impact this can have on my ability to provide authentic contexts for pupils to learn in. Therefore, a recommendation for my PTE1-part 2 is to aim to create an authentic learning environment in every lesson and include practice activities that provided pupils the opportunity to solve real-life problems and develop the confidence to apply the skills learnt in the classroom, in the modern world (Pearce, 2016). 
To conclude, it is evident that the reflective process is effective in highlighting the recommendations I need to take on board to enhance my implementation of the above pedagogical principles. The reflective process has enabled me to realise that my main strength is being able to plan for pupils to learn through authentic contexts, although to enhance the implementation of this principle I should plan to link every lesson to authentic contexts which can be achieved by building strong relationships with the pupils (Parr, 2018). I now realise that I have made significant progress in implementing AfL strategies during my lessons although I need to ensure that I now effectively plan to implement them in day-to-day teaching (Rashid and Jaidin, 2014). I struggle to effectively ensure my focus tasks have cross-curricular links and therefore a recommendation to improve this for PTE1, part 2, is further develop my understanding of the theory behind this approach, to ensure I effectively make links across the curriculum to enhance learning (Russell and Hughes, 2013). 
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