ECAD6007 ASSIGNMENT
A critical evaluation and the identification of next teaching and learning steps focusing on a case study of an individual learning or group of learners, based on an observed critical incident.

Introduction

In this essay I will present the critical incident that I observed and understand the context of it. I will show that I have explored the research surrounding the critical incident, delving into the constructivism learning theory, cognitive theory, teaching methods, and scaffolding the learning whilst reflecting on the impact these have on children’s learning and development. Finally, I will reflect upon my observation alongside the surrounding research and consider how this knowledge will influence my personal and professional development. 

Daily classroom habits, routines and values are often taken for granted and dismissed without further consideration. Identifying critical incidents enables us to explore the deeper meaning of these habits, routines and values and our methods in establishing them. This aids our understanding of how and why we teach in the ways that we do. We become aware and can reflect on the experience. According to Tripp (2011:41), the aim of “incident analysis is to scientifically and systematically initiate, assist and record the process of developing personally and professionally as a teacher.” When we commit to analysis in this way, we notice the unconsidered and realise we must “develop and adapt to suit changing circumstances.” (Tripp 2011) As a student teacher we ought to reflect on our observations and discuss them with others to consider the impact before successfully implementing our findings in our own practice. 

The role of critical reflection 

Reflection requires us to experience something, think about it and then learn from it. Reflection has been a key element in initial teacher education to prepare aspiring teachers for their work in schools. Dewey (1993) states that reflection is an important way to learn from experience and discover meaning from our thoughts. Dewey expresses reflection as an “active, persistent, and careful consideration of any belief or supposed form of knowledge in the light of the grounds that support it and further conclusions to which it tends” (Olteanu 2017) Through reflection we can discover and examine reasons that support our findings and consider reasons why our findings may not reflect our initial beliefs. Schön (2017) further developed Dewey’s idea discussing reflection in action and reflection on action which is a useful way to divide our reflective ideas to stipulate reform. Reflection occurs before the lesson, in the lesson and after the lesson. This refers to “reflection for practice, reflection in practice and reflection on practice.” (Shandomo 2010:107) We anticipate what is going to occur and consider different outcomes in the planning stages of our teaching or when observing lessons by thinking about our expectations. “Reflection-for-action is thinking about future actions with the intention of improving or changing a practice. This type of reflection requires teachers to anticipate what will occur during a lesson, as well as reflect on their past experiences, before a lesson occurs.” (Olteanu 2017) This type of reflections allows teachers to plan their lessons, in particular the activities and questions they plan to use to effectively assess pupils’ knowledge. Teachers must learn what to reflect on over time to personally develop and to improve their practice. Reflecting in practice requires us to think quickly and act whilst reflecting on the action in the moment. Arguably reflection in practice is the most difficult, especially for trainee teachers as it may go unnoticed when observing and requires experience within our own practice. The most common form of reflection is retrospective consideration on our practice once the lesson has occurred. 

The requirement for reflection is set by the Welsh Government (2017) and teacher training providers who believe that reflection is important to positively reform the practice. This is outlined through the new curriculum where staff and students are both expected to reflect on their teaching and learning and the adherence to the professional teaching standards which must be met for student teachers to qualify. To meet the diverse needs of pupils, I am required to reflect on the practice of those I observe and evaluate their methods to justify my own practice. In an ever-changing society, developing teaching practice is vital to ensure that future generations are given the best opportunities and encouraged to develop themselves. 

Linked to reflection and reform is the implement of the new curriculum and its emphasis that education is progressive; The curriculum has five progression steps for learners to work towards and for educators to use to build upon each individual leaners progress. Education is social and collaborative, likewise teacher education programmes to award the professional standard. Also, education is guided and tailored to the needs of children, implemented through a range of different sources. Tasks can be altered through differentiation theories to ensure that all learners are challenged. Training is necessary to know when differentiation is required, reflection for action, in action and on action needs to occur. For example, there can be additional questions for students to answer if they have finished quickly and the teacher can spend time with a group of students who need additional support. The teacher pay anticipate some students finishing early therefore plan additional work beforehand, or during the class notice that students have finished and devise an additional task for them there and then. Alternatively, a seating plan may pair a lower ability student with a higher ability student so that when they work in pairs or have questions, they are able to bounce off each other. The decision to enforce such plans could be a result of reflection on action after noticing that students weren’t working well in previous lessons.

Observation 

This analysis will follow BERA Guidelines (2018) for research that state, “researchers should recognise the entitlement of both institutions and individual participants to privacy and should accord them their rights to confidentiality and anonymity.” Therefore, the name of the school, staff and pupils will remain anonymous throughout. 

My observation occurred in a mixed-gender English medium comprehensive school based in Bridgend. The latest Estyn report (Estyn 2016) deemed this school excellent. Currently, it’s oversubscribed with approximately 1240 pupils on roll between the ages of 11 and 18. This includes around 200 pupils in sixth form. The school has organised the pupils into mixed ability classes. The school has identified that 12% of pupils are entitled to free school meals (FSM) which is lower than the Welsh average of 22% (Estyn 2016). Approximately 12% of pupils come from deprived areas of Wales. With only one school bus transporting students back and forth the school, most pupils are from surrounding areas and can walk, aiding to the great sense of community. The school identified that 1% of pupils have statemented educational needs (Estyn 2016); this is lower than the welsh average of 2% and there is a range of support and designated resource base for the 20% of pupils identified to have special educational needs (SEN). The curriculum is broad and balanced with a range of extra-curricular activities and constructive arrangements to ensure key stage 3 pupils can build upon their key stage 2 knowledge. 


Critical incident linked to Donaldson’s Four Purposes 

Tripp (2011) defines a critical incident as “an interpretation of the significance of an event.” Furthermore, “to take something as a critical incident is a value judgement we make, and the basis of that judgement is a significance we attach to the meaning of the incident.” (Tripp 2011) Once we have identified the incident, our analysis of such incident is the focus of our reflective practice. We can consider why the incident occurred, if it were good or bad and the consequences of such incident. This may lead us to act and think differently in the future. 

The critical incident I have chosen to explore took place within a year 8 (key stage 3) Maths class. The school opt for class sets for Maths only with X and Y bands for each year group. The class were set three out of five on the X band. It was the third lesson of the day beginning just after breaktime. A total of 16 pupils were present suggesting that some pupils were absent that lesson. Currently the school has an 87% attendance rate which is likely a result of the Covid-19 cases rising. I identified the use of a starter exercise as the critical incident I will explore because to begin the Maths lesson the teacher used a starter exercise. The teacher stated that the pupils should know how to answer the questions in the starter because they had covered the topic of index form previously. This emphasises that the use of the starter was to build on previous knowledge and check their understanding before moving on to a new topic this lesson. Before moving on it was essential that the students understood the first part which would be evident through the successful completion of the starter. Therefore, the starter was also a way to assess their knowledge and understanding. 

The new curriculum for Wales has been developed to serve four core purposes. Teaching is based around these purposes and must provide experiences for all individuals to develop positive attitudes and skills for life. The aim is for all young people to be “ambitious, capable learners, enterprising, creative contributors, ethical, informed citizens and healthy confident individuals.” (Donaldson 2015) The four purposes for learners are explicitly referred to in the lesson plans as they are the drivers of the lesson objectives. Although I did not see the lesson plan for the lesson I observed, following the national professional standards and adherence to welsh curriculum, the four purposes underpin every lesson so I can assume that they were considered by the teacher. Furthermore, the purposes will be included in my lesson plans to justify my decisions. 

Furthermore, the mathematics and numeracy areas of learning and experience focusses on developing a lasting understanding of mathematical concepts that can be used in real life contexts and linked to other areas of the curriculum. This emphasises that the study of maths is supposed to support the curriculums’ purpose, creating “ambitious capable learners who are ready to learn throughout their lives.” (Donaldson 2015) Maths and numeracy will be used across the board with its cross-curricular focus, so it is important that students are able to develop their mathematic skills and become confident using them. Moreover, maths skills are necessary throughout our lives so ensuring students have a good foundational learning will equip them well for the future.

Literature Review 

Geoff Petty (2009) states that “the first five minutes of any lesson are crucial in setting the atmosphere for the rest of the lesson.” This reveals the importance of captivating the students at the beginning of the lesson as it profoundly impacts the tone and discourse of the lesson. If students are given instructions and a task to complete, they are forced to engage with the lesson from the start. This reinforces the teacher’s authority as central giver of information and leader. Behaviourist theorists believe that learners are passive and respond to environmental stimuli. Their behaviour is further shaped by positive and negative reinforcement. Positive reinforcement encourages students to do things again because it is commendable behaviour or a desired response whilst negative reinforcement is supposed to discourage the behaviour. Therefore, behaviour theorists would argue that through conditioning and positive reinforcement we can get students to enter the classroom, spot the task and trust them to get on with it because they connect the starter activity with beginning of the lesson and become accustomed to doing it. 

There are many functions of a starter activity and reasons for using them. Stephens (2014) identified six functions (a host, bridge/reminder, brain coach, crowd controller, motivator and introducing a different learning style) but found “little empirical research to explicitly support the use of starter activities in lessons.” She sought to evaluate the usefulness of different types of starter activities and examining their functions. Some starter activities may have a range of functions, for example my critical incident could correspond to the function of a host, bridge, crowd controller and motivator functions. Any starter activity could be considered a crowd controller as it gives the learners a task to focus on and there is suggesting that pupils are less likely to misbehave if they have a task to do (Cowley 2010). Therefore, not one lesson structure or teaching style is solely correct but can be used interchangeably to meet the diverse needs of students whilst meeting the lesson objectives. Although starter activities are just one way to begin lesson, research has shown that they increase the readiness of learners (McEleney 2020). Agreeing with Petty (2009), this line of thought reinforces the use of a starter for its positive impact on the learning to come and to create a positive relationship between staff and pupils.


Alternatively, constructivism suggests that learning does not only occur through exploration and interaction with our environment but that it occurs through internal processes which challenge thinking and build understanding. “Learning takes place when new information is built into and added onto an individual’s current structure of knowledge, understanding and skills.” (Pritchard 2009) This underpins the use of starter activities as a function of bridge or reminder. Time is precious in the classroom and there are lots of new concepts to be learnt and practice to be done. A quick starter activity building upon prior knowledge can be an efficient way to assess knowledge and to introduce the next step of learning.

The classic sequence in modelling and scaffolding is ‘I do it, we do it, you do it.’ This is what occurred in my observation as the teacher firstly gave instructions and showed them how to answer the question. Then they did it together and then they did questions on their own during a practice phase. The starter activity encouraged them as they all responded correctly. After the starter, Teacher reintroduced the title ‘Product of Prime Factors’ breaking it down word by word and explaining the definition. This enabled the students to understand the task at hand. It also satisfies the cross-curricular responsibilities by incorporating literacy into the lesson. 

The teacher provided the students with the information they needed. We cannot know what we do not know, and we learn from those around us. “What the child is able to do in collaboration today he will be able to do independently tomorrow.” (Vygotsky 1987) Collaboration with a more knowledgeable other will provide an opportunity to gain knowledge from someone with an understanding. This may be a teacher, peers, or resources but the key point is that learning is initiated by a more knowledgeable other rather than environmental stimuli and association. Social interactions are internalised to discover meaning on an individual level. “The Zone of Proximal Development is the difference between what a child can achieve independently and what a child can achieve with guidance and encouragement” (McLeod 2019) Every learner has a unique ZPD based on what they can do with help, but every learner aims to progress into the next level of understanding which is to do something without help (Pritchard 2009). Learners have the freedom to explore ideas and are actively involved in the learning process. It is the role of teachers to guide students to a point of understanding. Teachers should guide, prompt, discuss, question, and provide stimulus materials.

Scaffolding is a metaphor for the temporary support that is offered to students to help them progress. The scaffold can provide varying levels of support and is removed once its purpose has been achieved. By this point the learner should have understood the task and is able to do the work alone. Rosenshine (2012) suggests that it is best to provide support for students to help them reach higher goals rather than set low expectations for them. Scaffolds provide confidence as they realise what they can do unsupported. Some have argued that the use of scaffolds hinders students learning. However, “scaffolding is actually a bridge used to build upon what students already know to arrive at something they do not know. If scaffolding is properly administered, it will act as an enabler, not as a disabler” (Benson, 1997). The point is to help with aspects that learners can’t manage yet but encourages them to do as much as they can. 

Furthermore, when we try to teach someone something we often break it down into stages. For example, to build a piece of furniture we are given a set of instructions which logically follow one another, pictures along the way and a picture of the end goal. This depicts the end goal and sets the objective. In the classroom, this can be by breaking down tasks into smaller parts or separating a topic into subtopics or by structuring a lesson to include different activities. For example, some lessons are structured using a starter, main activity, and plenary. Other lessons may be a continuum of a previous and follow a comprehension style lesson whereby the students are watching a film and then fill in questions as they go along. I have observed both styles in my observations, and I have noticed that different teaching styles work for different learners and different topics. When we know the end goal of our lesson, what it is that we are aiming to teach, we can plan our lessons and teaching methods around our learners. To set the standards we can inform students of what the end goal looks like by presenting excellent exemplars like a set of instructions do for a piece of furniture.  


Reflection / Evaluation & Next Steps 

Although I will use this critical incident that I have identified to inform my own practice, I am mindful that it is only a snapshot into the lesson and classroom environment. Thus, there will be other areas of consideration that I have not witnessed yet or examined in this essay. The consideration of behaviour, modelling, and support discussed previously are features of my reflection and will guide my teaching practice. Parsonson (2012) reinforces that consistency, clear rules, positive reinforcement, establishing routines and degrees of challenge for learners requires experience and planning. Evidence of these element were identified in the observations of my critical incidents. Further research was conducted to establish their impact on child development and behaviour. The research inspires me to use them in my practice. 

The reflective cycle illustrated by Gibbs (1988) starts with a description about an event and considers our thoughts and feelings, good and bad until the point of conclusion and considerations of future thoughts. “Both the start and the conclusion of the process of reflection should be self- assessment: initially of direct experience, and finally of what personal conclusions can be drawn, having analysed that experience” (Gibbs 1988). This is the approach that I have taken through observing and identifying a critical incident and then analysed it to inform my own future practice. This type of analysis will allow us to consider what has been done and what we will do next time. 

Critical reflection is an interpretation of incidents, required for personal growth and to discover effectiveness as a teacher. Shandomo (2010) states “reflection is a process of self-examination and self-evaluation in which effective educators regularly engage to improve their professional practices.” Shandomo (2010) who is involved in initial teacher education believes that teacher training courses should encourage students to “become lifelong students of teaching by maintaining curiosity and developing the habits of inquiry and reflection.” Therefore, engaging in lesson observations is important to develop initial teacher education practice. However, it is worthless if no evaluations occur. Shandomo (2010) encourages students to reflect on their own attitudes, accomplishments, and effectiveness through reflective thinking so that teachers can take deliberate and informed action to stimulate changes in the classroom. To inform my own professional and personal development I will keep a learning journal to record and analyse my findings with weekly reflections on how I am progressing.

“Two of the most important educational goals are to promote retention and to promote transfer.” (Mayer 2010) Retention is about remembering the information and transferring is about using it. It is important for students to remember what they have learned to be able to use it in the future. Transferring the information is the most meaningful because it puts the information into practice. For example, in the example of my critical incident, the students were required to remember what a prime number is by definition and the first few examples. They then went on to use this information in the task. The task assessed whether they had retained the information in a way to use it. I have been required to critically reflect on the information I retained and promote transfer in making judgements in this essay to inform my practice.

Furthermore, in depth study of specific incidents allows us to discover and manipulate information. Cognitive load theory states that humans have two distinct channels to represent and manipulate information: Visual and audio channels. However, our working memory is limited so meaningful learning only occurs when learners are actively processing information in the working memory and linking it to prior knowledge (Mayer 2002). Mayer (2002) suggests we need to reduce cognitive load and increase learning by the way we teach. Mayer suggests multimedia learning to integrate pictorial learning with verbal learning. “In the cognitive process of integrating, the learner mentally connects the verbal and pictorial models as well as appropriate prior knowledge from the long-term memory.” (Mayer 2002) For example, a traditional teaching style is to stand in front of a class and verbally instruct the learners. So that the learners can visualise what is being said, a whiteboard or display is often used. This can be used to show the process of thinking through words and imagery. Combining this with verbal instructions, integrates the visual and audio channels of learning. The use of illustrations and instructions is a common way to explain things as it’s engaging and models an example for people to learn from. 


Conclusion

In conclusion, it is evident that observing one incident can delve into a world of possibilities. I have closely examined one incident in this essay but considered a variety of reasons behind it such as types of starters and their relevance, modelling behaviour, conditioning learners, and scaffolding learning. The ‘progression in learning’ element of the pedagogy professional standard recognises that learning occurs incrementally based on prior learning. The lesson plan and structure devised by teachers contributes towards an effective practice to advance the learning. Thus, the use of a starter activity is one way to advance the learning by introducing something new in a small way or to recap the learning by briefly going over prior knowledge. 

The Professional Standards for Teaching and Leadership (Welsh Government, 2017) devised five standards for teachers to follow for them to guide and evaluate their practice: Pedagogy, leadership, professional learning, innovation, and collaboration. These assure quality throughout the teaching practice by setting clear expectations for teachers to improve and develop their practice. The nationally agreed standards enable teachers to reflect on their practice by providing a focus on the areas practitioners should be looking to develop but also gives them an opportunity to use them to commend their practice. It is paramount to evaluate and develop our practice to improve the quality of teaching and in turn the achievements of children as emphasised by the role of reflection in the QTS standards. An important aspect of pedagogy and the way we teach is recognising that there are a variety of approaches to meet the diverse needs of learners so teachers can use the professional standards to justify their choices. 
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OBSERVATIONS / FIELD NOTES

Record 1
	Date and time, year group: 22/09/21 @ 11:20 
Lesson 3 – Year 8


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

Secondary school Maths class year 8, set X3 (3/5 X band)
Front facing classroom 
One teacher present


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

Teacher welcomed students into classroom with the title ‘Product of Prime Factors’ on the whiteboard and introduced them to a starter. The starter had a subtitle ‘Index Form’ which the teacher said pupils should remember as it was a topic previously covered. “What is 5x5x5x5 in index form?” Answer = 54. Four more questions followed, and the class answered collaboratively. Pupils recalled this knowledge and were happy with their work. Teacher reintroduced the title ‘Product of Prime Factors’ breaking it down word by word:
Factors = numbers that are multiplied to create another number
Prime = a number with only two factors (1 and itself)
Product = word for multiply
In this order as it seemed easiest way to do so based on their knowledge.

They discussed the first few prime numbers (2,3,5,7) and these were left on the board to be referred to. Pupils were then asked to write the question ‘Write 20 as a product of prime factors’ in their books so that they were familiar with how the question would appear in a test. Then they moved to individual whiteboards to answer questions set and after some time they would raise their boards to reveal the answer.
· The purpose of the starter was to introduce a new topic based on their prior knowledge providing them with the skills and confidence to progress as ambitious capable learners.



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

Pedagogic technique - Scaffolding 
Use of prior knowledge to teach something new – advancing the learning.
Show and tell (Leadership) – teacher showed the pupils first and then they were to complete tasks alone. 
Use of vocabulary and defining words – cross-curricular themes.


	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)

· After break time.
· 16 pupils present - Students absent.
· Directions are clear from teacher and pupils understand.
· Titles clearly show the task ahead.
· Teacher hands out whiteboard rather than pupils.
· Pupils collaborate as class and in pairs/small groups.
· Set task of 3 questions completed in book, titled ‘Challenge’







Record 2
	Date and time, year group: 22/09/21 @ 12:20
Lesson 4 Year 8 mixed ability


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

Secondary school Science class (mixed ability)
Front facing classroom not laboratory 
Topic: Energy
1 teacher present
24 pupils


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

I observed a large class in which the teacher used the school’s pivotal approach to get her classes attention. They had been set a task in pairs and now it was time to turn back to the board. The teacher proceeded to count with her arm in the air “Un, dau, tri” pausing with enough time for the students to hear and do as commanded. On tri they were listening and waiting to hear what she had to say next. The teacher thanked the class and proceeded. 




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

Behaviour Management 
· Conditioning 
· Pivotal approach – The way we’ve always done something
Ready, Respect, Safe
· Positive Reinforcement – saying “Thank you”

· Use of Welsh in class

	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)

· Large class number 24
· Set seating plan by teacher
· Mixed ability







Record 3
	Date and time, year group: 23/09/21 @ 9:00
PE Lesson Year 8 Girls Fitness Class


	Where and When: Context of the observation – subject/AOLE, general classroom context
First lesson of the day
Raining outside so netball was cancelled, class had to be moved inside and added to another class in sports hall.




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

I observed a successful girls PE lesson in which the aim was to obtain a heart rate of 100bpm through cardiovascular exercise. The lesson began with all pupils sat on benches while the teacher explained the lesson objective and showed them where to find their pulse and how to measure it. The teacher linked the PE to Science referencing the heart, lungs, and pulse. They then warmed up and tested their pulse noticing it had increased after physical activity. The children were told to count their pulse in a thirty second time frame and then double it to find the number of beats per minute. 

I learned that some of the girls had had breakfast before school this morning which hopefully provided them with energy for this lesson. 

· Outlined Lesson Objectives
· Linked science and PE
· Included numeracy
· Encouraged all participants and they received points


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

Wellbeing
· Child development 
· Healthy, confident individuals 

Positive Reinforcement:
Class was awarded for their excellent contributions to the lesson. Praise encourages people to continue and improve. 

Pedagogy-
PTS – innovation learning to improvise 



	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)

· Change of plan due to weather
· Busy sports hall environment
· Excited, energetic, loud, and engaged children.
· 2 people sat out for unknown reasons. 
· First lesson of the day
· Most had eaten breakfast before the lesson








