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


Introduction 
[bookmark: _GoBack]This assignment paper will focus on the critical incidents observed from a classroom setting, with particular focus on the areas of possible research and a reflection of the observation process. According to Tripp (2011) a critical incident analysis is a pedagogical theory that is used by individuals as part of professional development. A critical incident refers to an unplanned event within the classroom (Joshi, 2018). It is created by an individual and it is based on their “interpretation of the significance of an event” (Tripp, 2011, pp.8). The incident is made critical when the observer participates in critical reflection and explores the possible research areas that could be underpinning the incident (Tripp, 2011). With focus on two critical incidents, this paper will explore social constructivism theory by Lev Vygotsky and classroom management. Critical incident analysis is often used by educators to identify what teaching practices work well and what practice do not, this can help to inform their own teaching styles to ensure their learners receive effective teaching and learning (Joshi, 2018). Using the critical incidents in education encourages teachers to reflect on their practice and explore new and up-to-date research that could be implemented in their classroom (Tripp, 2011). This is further supported by Joshi (2018) who argues that this focus on reflectiveness and research positively impacts the professional development and practice of teachers.  A key section of this paper will include reflections and next steps from the observer based on these critical incidents. The observer is able to reflect on their role and explore the links between research and the incidents themselves. This reflection and evaluation will provide the observer with the opportunity to plan their next steps which can positively contribute to their professional and personal development. 
The role of critical reflection 
Reflective practice for teachers is critical to a teachers’ professional development. Teachers are encouraged to observe not only themselves and their practice but their learners and their classroom (Mathew et al, 2017). In this assignment, Tripp’s Critical Incident Analysis (1993) is a pedagogical theory that teachers or student teachers can use to reflect. Research has indicated that experience is not good enough for a teacher to ensure that effective learning is taking place in the classroom, teachers need to be critically reflective throughout their career to improve professionally and fully support learners (Mathew et al, 2017). This is supported by Winch et al (2013) who argued that critical reflection is a trait that represents good teaching. A teachers’ ability to reflect and investigate their own teaching practice is vital (BERA, 2014). 
According to Estyn (2016) professional development is a key factor that encourages teachers to reflect on their pedagogic approach and improve their subject knowledge. As a result, schools are continuing to encourage teachers to participate in Continuing Professional Development (CPD) to ensure that all teachers are following recent developments through education and effective teaching and learning is achieved (Estyn, 2018). Critical reflection has become a key part of teacher training in Wales. the Qualified Teacher Status (QTS) standards in Wales requires individuals to reflect on their experiences and learn from them. Teachers that are qualified teachers are also required and encouraged to participate in CPD opportunities which will aid their professional and personal development. This ensures that teachers are up to date on new research or theories that could make a positive impact within the classroom. CPD is also useful for individual teachers to further improve their teaching style as they are able to incorporate new ideas and use critical reflection to learn what works best in their classroom. Additionally, curriculum reform is encouraging teachers to be progressive in their pedagogy, the Donaldson Report (2015) states that effective pedagogy combines practical and theoretical skills and knowledge (Donaldson, 2015).  As a result, for teachers to continue to ensure their learners are receiving the best education and fulfilling the four purposes it is important to reflect and engage in the new curriculum and pedagogical approaches through CPD. 
Two key reflective models that can be used by teachers are Gibb’s Reflective Cycle (1988) and Kolb’s Learning Cycle (1984). Kolb’s Learning Cycle (Appendix D) has four stages which teachers can use within the classroom to improve practice. A key example here could be what methods work best for your learners, this may require you to introduce a new teaching method in the classroom. As part of this process you would first describe what happened and how it worked (Concrete experience), then you would reflect on this description (reflective observation). The third stage would be asking yourself what could have been done differently, at this stage it might be useful to ask learners what they thought about the method as part of assessment for learning (Abstract conceptualization). The last stage is to use these improvements and reflections in the classroom as part of active experimentation. Gibb’s Reflective Cycle follows six stages which can be found in Appendix E, it is a useful tool to encourage teachers to reflect on their feelings, thoughts and actions in certain experiences. Appendix D and E show the stages of both reflective models in detail. Reflective models are vital to understanding the best methods for your learners and identifying any challenges they may be facing. This allows teachers to make improvements and introduce them in the classroom which positively impacts both learners and teachers (Donaldson, 2015). 
Observation – School and Class Context
The observations focused on within this assignment were gathered following the bridging contingency plan at University of Wales, Trinity St David. Unfortunately, the pandemic has caused disruptions in relation to schools, this has meant that some student teacher required a contingency. As part of the contingency plan, student teachers were asked to select three videos from a variety of year groups, two of which would be the main focus of this assignment. The videos chosen for this assignment were a Year 4 Science lesson and a Year 5 Maths lesson. Following the BERA guidelines (2018) it is important that anonymity is kept. In regards to the student teacher following the contingency plan, anonymity was simple to maintain because the critical incidents were observed through videos that are open to the public through the YouTube platform. As a result, the videos were already protected following BERA guidelines, there was no identifiable information that can be used to identify the schools or individuals involved in those particular videos. However, It is important to note that due to these circumstances the observations do lack specific school context that may be useful when making connections to existing research such as the number of pupils in the class/ school, whether the school is in a deprived area or the schools ethos and values. All these factors would provide an in-depth context of where the observations took place and whether these factors have impacted the teaching and learning. If these observations were to take place face to face it is imperative that all schools and individuals are treated with respect and dignity with their private information anonymised (BERA, 2018).
 
Critical incident linked to Donaldson’s Four Purposes 

Curriculum Reform in Wales is following the Successful Future Report (Donaldson, 2015) which focuses on the ensuring the future success of every learner and their well-being. The four purposes underpin the new curriculum in Wales where all learners are able to be successful, confident, responsible and effective contributors to society. The first critical incident was a Year 4 Science lesson on Forces (Appendix A). It was an enquiry-based lesson that encouraged learners to create their own predictions on different materials and equipment in the classroom. This particular incident focuses on the communication between the teacher and one learner, it was clear from the language used that the teacher was encouraging the learner to build their own ideas using language such as “Have a look. Have a feel”. To critically evaluate this incident against the four purposes of the new curriculum for Wales (Donaldson, 2015) it is clear that this incident aligns with the “ambitious, capable learners” purpose as learners are building their knowledge by questioning and critically evaluating their findings. Following the critical incident, the areas of possible research were enquiry based learning and social constructivism, both of which seem to be prominent throughout the observation. 
The second critical incident in this assignment is a Year 5 Maths lesson on Angles (Appendix B). This observation focused on the classroom management skills that the teacher used. In these circumstances, the teacher used a game to gain the attention of their learners. The idea of this game was to copy what the teacher asked them to do but not to copy his actions, for example, when asking who can put their hands on their shoulders the fastest the teacher crossed his arms. It was clear that a few students understood and were showing their engagement, a few learners struggled but after a few times they were aware of how to play. This game required learners to think before they acted and by the end of the game all learners were focused on the teacher ready to learn. To critically evaluate this incident against the four purposes of the new curriculum for Wales, it could be argued that the physical element of this activity is linked to the healthy, confident individuals’ purpose. Additionally, learners had the confidence to participate and those that struggled at the start of the game were building resilience (Donaldson, 2015). Following this critical incident, the area of possible research was classroom management. 
Literature Review    
Social Constructivism 
 
A potential area for research based on the first observed critical incident is social constructivism. Lev Vygotsky (1896-1934) is the individual that pioneered the term social constructivism which is a pedagogical strategy used to support learners and aid their holistic development in the classroom (Pound, 2011). Based on the constructivist theory, social constructivism is the idea that students learn and construct their knowledge with influence from social interactions and their environment (Adam, 2006). This is supported by Pound (2011) who stated that with social constructivism learners that are able to construct their knowledge, develop their thinking skills, process information and make links that positively impact their learning as opposed to simply being told the information by their teacher. Whilst this research indicates that the teacher may not have a significant role in the classroom, it is the opposite. Vygotsky created the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) which was dependent on learners learning from a more knowledgeable other (Fani and Ghaemi, 2011). Vygotsky recognised that there is a certain level of development that learners can achieve with guidance from an adult or more knowledgeable other, compared to their individual construction of knowledge (Fani and Ghaemi, 2011). The ZPD has strong links to the critical incident because it is looking at the interaction between teacher and student. 

A key component of learning is language, Vygotsky emphasised the importance of language within these social interactions. Research from Turuk (2008) further supported the importance of language in terms of the social constructivist theory because it helps support learners moving through the ZPD. Vygotsky (1986, cited in Walker and Shore, 2015) argued that verbal communication between adults and learners was powerful in acquiring conceptual knowledge, the social interactions provides learners with richer concepts to construct with that learners may not be able to reach as an individual (Walker and Shore, 2015). 

An interesting research area that is linked to the constructivist theory is enquiry-based learning. Enquiry-based Learning follows Vygotsky’s belief that students are active participants in their learning and therefore the construction of their knowledge (Walker and Shore, 2015). The Welsh Government (2020) emphasises learners being active and competent in their learning, this has become a key element of the four purposes that underpin the new curriculum for Wales. A teacher’s ability to recognise the importance of leaners as competent individuals in their learning encourages teachers to provide appropriate changes to support the progression steps of every learner. Enquiry-based learning provides learners with the opportunity of to work outside the traditional roles of teachers and learners in the classroom. The teacher is able to adopt a supporting role whilst learners are given the opportunity to be curious and make inquiries individually and through social interactions with peers (Greenwood et al, 2020). Learners are also given the opportunity to lead their learning which has direct links to the pedagogy standard of learners leading the learning (Welsh Government, 2020)

A technique that teachers often use to encourage learners to think of their own responses is elicitation. Elicitation much like enquiry-based learning is learner led and has links to social constructivism theory. The role of the teacher in the classroom is important (Siraj-Blatchford et al, 2002, cited in Gealy et al, 2020) because teachers are in a position to act as a more knowledgeable other (Vygotsky) and use focused questions to encourage learners to think and communicate what they know about a certain subject. This technique allows teachers to provide prompts to certain questions for learners to to reach their own answers in their construction of knowledge which is can be a more memorable experience. Additionally, elicitation has strong links to assessment for learning because teachers are given the opportunity to assess where learners are, understand what learners need to progress and adjust their plans accordingly. This communication between teachers and students is vital as teachers are able to ask open questions and learners can respond by explaining what they have found which reinforces their learning and understanding (Donaldson, 2015) 

Classroom Management 

A potential area for research based on the second observed critical incident is classroom management. Classroom management is how the teacher creates and maintains the behaviour of their learners in a classroom setting. Van Lier et al (2004) has stated that disruptive learners within the classroom are likely to experience negative outcomes such as failures academically, poor or lack of relationships, mental health issues and possible criminal convictions. This research is evidence that a teachers’ control of their classroom and understanding of how behavioural issues can negatively impact the future lives of learners is important. Research from Parsonson (2012) has shown that a classroom with little disruption is linked to planning and consistency. Learners must feel that they are able to participate in class discussions, be part of simple rules and routines and thrive in an environment where their efforts are praised. According to Welsh Government (2017) the teachers themselves are a considerable influence in the classroom, they do not only manage the behaviour of their learners but model what behaviour they should be showing. 
This is supported by research from Rindu and Ariyanti (2017) who found that a teacher’s ability to understand different elements of a lesson and the right material to use relates to good management. The organisation and lesson presentation that actively engages all learners can reduce learners stress levels and encourage learners to focus on their own management skills (Rindu and Ariyanti, 2017).   

A research document provides practical suggestions that can influence classroom management, games was a particular example that connects to the critical incident. Games can engage learners and gain their attention but also teach them the development of motor skills, concentration and patience (Welsh Government, 2017). In relation to classroom management and teaching training in Wales, a QTS standard that focuses on pedagogical element of teaching is managing the learning environment. Therefore, ensuring that learners are not being disruptive but actively engaged in learning is a main priority of the teacher. This is also apparent in the rights of the learners as mentioned by the Welsh Government (2021). 

Classroom management requires the attention and engagement of learners, this has been linked to emotions. A research paper (Sasse and Leuchter, 2021) focused on using sensor wristbands to determine the emotions of learners based on their wrist movement and sweat glands. A specific finding of this research suggested that the emotion of joy in learning could mean learners are giving their attention and engaging with a specific task. The paper explained that attention is not an emotion but more of a learning process which shows engagement in the classroom, therefore, this finding suggests that learning is taking place (Steinmayr et al, 2010, Cited in Sasse and Leuchter, 2021. However, how are we able to determine that the emotion of joy is related to attention and engagement. A learner may show joy if they are able to work with a friend or use an object they like. It is difficult to ensure that the emotions identified are linked to attention and engagement which are part of managing the learning environment. Additionally, the paper itself provides its own criticism that the wristbands used are for adults, not primary school learners which affects the validity of the results. 

Lastly, with the COVID-19 pandemic classroom management has been difficult during remote learning. According to Stamatis (2021) in the beginning attendance and engagement was high but it gradually shifted to learners losing interest. The freedom of face-to-face learning where learners could communicate freely with their teachers and peers was not as simple through a computer screen. The teachers themselves also struggled to control learners when they started to become bored and distracted (Stamatis, 2021). Therefore, it is clear that classroom management is important for both teachers and learners, the learning environment is shared, and students are less likely to become bored in an environment where they are able to interact. 
	

Reflection/ Evaluation & Next Steps 

In my opinion, critical reflection is a central part of teaching. It enables student teachers like me and qualified teachers to use reflective models (Appendix D and E) in teaching practice to ensure that great teaching and learning is taking place in the classroom. It is clear that curriculum reform has encouraged teachers to become more up to date with pedagogic strategies and how to meet the needs of all learners in relation to the four purposes of the curriculum (Donaldson, 2015). QTS standards and teaching training programs are also emphasising the importance of reflecting on their experiences in the classroom which is logged with the Education Workforce Council (EWC).
A main area of research that this assignment focused on was social constructivism which is the influence of social interaction for learners to construct their knowledge. I found that social constructivism seemed to be a main theme throughout the Year 4 Science lesson along with enquiry-based learning. In groups learners were given a variety of objects and asked to make predictions on whether they would have a high or low velocity. The discussion between peers is what emphasised the social constructivism in the classroom. Additionally, the critical incident (Appendix A) mainly focused on the interaction and communication between the teacher and one learner. The teacher worked to elicit a response from the learner by asking questions such as “Have a look, have a feel” to encourage independent thinking and enable the learner to reach a prediction that was not given to them by the teacher. The communication and interaction between the teacher and learner also provided the teacher with an opportunity to assess where the learners understanding was and what improvements were needed to progress. In this instance, the learner was able to give clear predictions which emphasised their understanding and further reinforced their learning. I identified this as an assessment for learning method that the teacher skilfully embedded in the natural classroom learning environment. The outcome was the knowledge of where that learners understanding is regarding forces in science but also an opportunity for the teacher to reflect on their professional practice. not only for the teacher to determine the learners progress but as a reflection for the teacher’s professional development. In relation to ZPD, it is difficult to determine whether this was a method used within this lesson as it was an observation based on a video. However, I can recognise that the teacher may have created the groups, so some learners were able to act as the more knowledgeable other. Reflecting on this experience in relation to my professional and personal development, I would like to explore concepts of social constructivism in my classroom to determine what works from a personal perspective. This would provide me with experience of how learners engage with active learning and understanding that as the teacher I do not have to tell learners the answers, they are capable are thinking for themselves. My job as a teacher is to ensure that they are able to address any mistakes they may make and facilitate the best learning opportunities. 
With the second critical incident (Appendix B) classroom management was the main research area. The focus of the critical incident was the way that the teacher controlled the classroom. Research has shown that classroom games are a useful strategy to gain the attention of learners as well as other positive outcomes such as the strengthening of learners’ gross motor skills which was an element in this critical incident (hands on shoulders). This game encouraged learners to respond to their teacher in a different way than they normally would within the classroom, this led to wider participation and engagement in learning (Parsonson, 2012. Theory on classroom management is focused mainly on behaviour which teachers manage using rules, routines and praise in the classroom (Parsonson, 2012). This particular critical incident stood out because it was a lot different to other classroom management techniques that I am familiar with. Most teachers tend to use songs such as heads, shoulder, knees and toes or clapping hands to a rhythm to engage their learners and gain attention. In this instance, it seemed like learners were unaware of the control the teacher had during this fun activity. As part of my next steps and professional development, I am encouraged to use classroom management techniques that are unrelated to the lesson. I found that gaining the attention of learners with a fun activity had a more positive response compared to asking learners to work on a small activity as part of an introduction to a subject topic. This does not indicate that throughout my professional development there will be no warm-up activities unrelated to the lesson because future experience could show
Overall, reflecting on this experience I was able to understand the link between theory and research to real life classroom experience. As part of my next steps, I look forward to being able to have the opportunity to reflect on my own teaching practice as part of my professional and personal development.
Conclusion
 
To conclude, I have set out to explore in-depth areas of research based on the critical incidents observed prior to this assignment. Throughout this assignment, I have conducted wider reading and research findings which is part of the professional learning standard. This wider research has given the opportunity to explore and understand the importance of managing the learning environment, the role of both the teacher and learners in the classroom and how reflection is vital to progress and development. This assignment has explored the research areas of social constructivism and classroom management along with new aspects such as enquiry-based learning, elicitation and assessment for learning. It is clear to see the links between theory and teaching in the classroom, for example, enquiry-based learning is an interesting concept because it requires teachers to take a step back and give learners the opportunity to explore and make inquiries of their own to construct their own knowledge. This research has shown that the roles of both teachers and learners in the classroom are important to successful teaching and learning. 
Lastly, this paper has focused heavily on reflection which is central to the professional and personal development of learners in teacher training. As part of the next steps, I aim to use the research discovered throughout this assignment not only to inform myself but to adapt into my own teaching practice.  As mentioned in the role of critical reflection, a trait that represents good teaching is a teachers’ ability to reflect and investigate their own teaching practice which is what I intend to achieve as a reflective practitioner in Wales (BERA, 2014). 
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Appendices 
	 
Appendix A - Critical Incident 1 

	Date and time, year group:
Year 4 

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

This observation was with a Year 4 class. The subject was Science with particular focus on forces. Learners were asked to look at certain materials and make predictions on whether they have high or low friction. The lesson was focused on learners making predictions. 


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

 were arranged into groups and given different materials and equipment. In a certain part of the observation, a learner was seen communicating their thoughts on a clipboard. The teacher was encouraging the learner to “Have a look. Have a feel” of this clipboard before expressing their prediction. 


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

During this lesson, learners were really encouraged to think for themselves. Teachers were asking them questions to gain their thoughts and provide learners with the confidence to reach their own predictions. A particular part of research that could be linked to this critical incident is Vygotsky’s Social constructivism theory. This theory is based on the importance of social interaction as part of learning. This theory emphasises the important of the adult and peers as part of learning. It was clear during this critical incident that both teachers and learners were listening and collaborating together to reach certain predictions on different materials. 


	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)

The environment was busy and loud, especially because the learners were put into groups to discuss different materials. It was clear that learners were moving around the classroom a lot, and not particularly staying within their groups. However, all learners seemed to be interested in the task and the instructions provided from the teacher were clear. 



















Appendix B – Critical Incident 2 

	Date and time, year group:
Year 5

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

This observation was with a Year 5 class. The subject was Maths which focused on finding on angles on a straight line and checking this with a protractor. All learners were sat in tabled groups facing the teacher at the front of the classroom.


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

To attract the attention of learners at the start of this lesson, the teacher played a game. He asked the learners to “do what I’m saying but not to do what I’m doing”. He started by saying “the fastest person to put their hands on their shoulders” whilst he proceeded to cross his arms. Most learners in the classroom put their hands on their shoulders, a few struggled and attempted to cross their arms. The teacher mentioned the name of a pupil who was in the process of crossing their arms, that learner quickly put their hands on their shoulders. Learners were clearly interested and excited by this activity, their faces showed happiness. Once the game had finished, it was clear that the teacher had the attention of every learner in the classroom. He then went on to explain the aim of today’s lesson and asked learners to recall on what they already know about angles.



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

Classroom Management is the key aspect here – could research strategies that can support classroom management.
Significant focus on behaviour management – explore why it is important to manage and support the behaviour of learners in the classroom. 
Modelling of behaviour – teachers show learners how to behave – how effective is this technique. 




	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)


















Appendix C – Critical Incident 3 (Not focused on during this assignment)

	Date and time, year group:
Year 6 

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

This observation was a Year 6 class. The subject was Maths which focused on fractions, decimals and percentages. All students were sat in tabled groups facing the teacher at the front of the classroom.

	What happened: a detailed description of the critical incident (the more detail the better to refer to in your later work)
· Started with an interesting task of opening an envelope that contained a variety of fractions, decimals and percentages – learners were asked to look for relationships between them 
· The learners on one table were involved in a great discussion with the teacher, the teacher was correcting any mistakes that were made by learners.
· A learner was looking towards the screen and explaining what he had identified.


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

Social Constructivism – learners were engaged and collaborating as a group to make connections between a bunch of fractions, decimals and percentages.
· One learner explained his finding to the camera – an opportunity for assessment for learning (AfL) – the learner was able to reinforce what they had learnt and went on to explore the other numbers in the envelope.







	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)


Busy environment – possibly mid-morning or after break. Students were moving around the classroom and not confined to their groups. A few distractions – some were not fully focused on the task. 


















Appendix D - Kolb’s Learning Cycle (1984):


[image: Kolb's Learning Styles and Experiential Learning Cycle | Simply Psychology]
















Appendix E – Gibbs Reflective Cycle (1988):

[image: Reflective learning - Learning - University of Kent]
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