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Assessment Title - 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.


Chapter 1 – Introduction

According to David Tripp a critical incident is an incident that changes the outcome of teaching and learning in the classroom (Tripp, 2011). This pedagogical theory is developed by Tripp whose analytical approaches allow reflection on teaching so that teachers can develop their professional practice through self-reflection. This evaluation is asking for me to be critical and reflect on an observed critical incident. As highlighted, this is important for teachers as, in the new curriculum for Wales, they need to engage with professional learning provision where improvement can be made through reflective practice. Undertaking this critical evaluation, it will allow me to develop critical reflective skills allowing me to utilise these skills in my practice in becoming a reflective practitioner. This evaluation is aiming to understand the pressures that students feel in test-like conditions and the stresses that relate to this. I will focus on the Humanist School of Learning in Psychology, ideas surrounding Growth Mindset in the new curriculum and how students can try to overcome challenges. Other ideas that I will discuss are feelings of inadequacy and fear of failing that surround students in comprehensive schools.



Chapter 2 – The Role of the Critical Reflection

In order to reflect on this incident, we must first understand the importance of the role of critical reflection. Critical reflection can be defined as an extension of critical thinking and asks us to identify, question and asses our own practice and ideas. This is important for practitioners as it ensures that learners are getting the very best out of their teachers and can reach their own full potential in their learning.
With the new curriculum reforms in Wales there have been changes to the professional teaching standards, where these standards are now intended to “enable practitioners to reflect on their practice, individually and collectively,” (Hwb, 2017). For the role of critical reflection to now be part of the professional standards for teachers intensifies the importance of it. Critical reflection is important because it allows practitioners to reach their full pedagogy potential. With reflection and collaboration teachers can adapt and change their pedagogy to ensure all students are engaged and getting the most out of their learning. When practitioners engage with critical reflection they can develop and improve their practice in the classroom. 
There are many different reflective models that practitioners can engage with in order to be critical about their practice and make adjustments were necessary. John Dewey, in 1933, said that there are three attributes of a reflective individual, these are open-mindedness, responsibility and wholeheartedness. These are important attributes for reflective practitioners as they need to be open-minded to other people’s reflections on their practice. Responsibility and wholeheartedness are also very important as reflective practitioners have the responsibility to act on those reflections and to do them in a way that is wholehearted. Dewey believed that our experiences shape us, and when reflective practice is part of learning, meaning and relevancy is created, which initiated growth and change, (Dewey, 1933). Reflective thinking is not an abstract thing, it is a way of thinking that involves three processes, experiencing something, thinking reflectively on the experience and then learning from that experience. The last process of this thinking can be argued to be the most important, because without acting on or learning from it then the practitioner will not develop better pedagogical skills. Influenced by Dewy, David Kolb, in 1975 and 1984, developed The Learning Cycle that practitioners can use to develop their critical reflective skills. This cycle is very useful for practitioners as it allows them to put into practice what they have learned, as there is a section in this cycle for active experiment. This, I believe, is vital for practitioners as it allows them to see if whatever they put into practice works in that specific environment. This is important as it allows for practitioners to have the opportunity to change anything that may not have worked. With this cycle practitioners also have chances to experience something and then learn from it, this learning is where the role of critical reflection occurs, the fact that there is a section in this cycle dedicated to critical reflection, to me, highlights the importance of this skill for practitioners.



Chapter 3 – Observation, School and Class Context

Following the BERA guidelines anonymity will be upheld throughout this research, as “confidentiality and anonymous treatment of participants data is considered the norm,” (British Educational Research Association [BERA], 2018). Therefore, all involved in the observation process will remain anonymous. 
The observation took place in an English-medium co-education school in South Wales which serves a high area of deprivation with a rolling average of the last three years of 25% of the secondary students were on free school meals (FSM) in the year 2021, (GOV.Wales, 2021), which is higher than the Welsh average of 22.9% of students in 2021, (GOV.Wales, 2021). There are 1,352 pupils on roll in this school aged between 3-16. This school is organised into primary and secondary phases with the secondary phase being arranged into year groups and then into mixed ability and gender form classes. The school has identified very few students with special educational needs and even fewer students with English as an additional language, (GOV.Wales, 2021). 
The source that has been used for understanding the context of this school is not from a specific Estyn Report instead is from the My Local School government website which highlights the key statistics from this school. The reason that this school does not have an Estyn Report is because it is a newly built school and COVID-19 has caused disruption with inspections.
The observation that will be discussed in this evaluation involves a student in Year 7 in a mixed ability Mathematics lesson which was straight after the students’ break time, their lesson 3 of their Monday morning. This student will be called Student A for this evaluation to uphold BERA guidelines and the school in which the observation took place will be called School X. The critical incident links to the critical incident reflection sheet 2 in my appendices.



Chapter 4 – Critical Incident linked to Donaldson’s Four Purposes

As previously mentioned, the observed critical incident took place in a mixed ability Year 7 Mathematics lesson, lesson 3 of their day following break time on a Monday morning. In this lesson the students did not have a seating plan and the layout of the classroom was in tables of groups. The teacher met the students at the doorway and welcomed them in directing them to the task on the board which was 10 questions. The students needed to complete this formative test in test like condition, no talking, all individual work so that the teacher could test understanding, the teacher undertook assessment for learning. Once the students settled into the lesson the teacher wandered the room ensuring that the students were on task and that silence was a top priority. As the lesson went on a student, who we will call Student A, called the teacher over multiple times to have individual help to ensure that they were on track. Student A needed constant reassurance that their answers were correct by the teacher, Student A also, after each question they finished told the teacher and wanted the teacher to come over and check it for them. Student A is a boy. The teacher began to develop the skills that are expected of students under the new Donaldson Curriculum of Wales, specifically The 4 Purposes that are set out for every young person to aspire to, as after a few one to ones with Student A the teacher told the student to double check their own work and to move on once they had done this. 
The skills that the teacher is beginning to build for Student A are mental and emotional well-being by developing confidence, resilience and empathy which comes from the healthy, confident individuals that are ready to lead fulfilling lives as valued members of society purpose. The teacher does this through ensuring Student A had confidence in their own answers and had the resilience to continue onto the next question or correct mistakes that they had made. Also, this purpose wants young people to face and overcome challenges, I believe the teacher ensured that all students did this during the lesson as they were faced with questions that could be challenging for them and they faced them and attempted to overcome them. 
Another purpose that the teacher engaged with during this task was for students to be ambitious and capable learners who are ready to learn throughout their lives, as the teacher got the students to seek and enjoy challenges. This activity gave students this space to solve problems and be confident with their own answers with questions that seemed challenging for the students as they took the whole hour lesson on these questions. Student A also began to build skills that are part of this purpose as well, as this student was questioning and solving problems highlighting how this student is on track for this purpose.
As highlighted in this chapter, this incident was critical as it brings up ideas surrounding fear of failure and rejection, feelings towards educational inadequacy and how teachers can support a Growth Mindset in students in comprehensive schools. This incident is also critical as it links to 2 of Donaldson’s 4 purposes for young people to aspire to, healthy, confident individuals who are ready to lead fulfilling lives as valued members of society and ambitious capable learners who are ready to learn throughout their lives.



Chapter 5 – Literature Review

The two main learning theories that will be critically reviews in this chapter are the Humanist theory, specifically work surrounding growth mindset and fear of failing. Also, the Social, Physical and Emotional theory, focusing on Erik Erikson’s work on feelings of inadequacy. 


A reoccurring theme in the literature surrounding utilising a growth mindset in the classroom highlights the “teachers’ mindset has a direct impact on students’ achievement,” (Shoshani, 2021). As the teachers’ mindset has a direct effect on the students there is debate in the research over the effectiveness of growth mindset in the classroom. These arguments will be explored in this section in the following, literature supporting how effective this mindset is in the classroom and then opposing literature highlighting how this mindset is hard to implement in the classroom. There are two main theorists in the field of growth mindset, these are Carol Dweck and David Yeager, their work will also be highlighted in this section.
There are two types of mindsets that students have in the classroom, fixed and growth, a growth mindset will be discussed below. First, I would like to discuss how sabotaging a fixed mindset can have on a student, there is a tendency for students and teachers to hold this mindset where there is a belief that intelligence and talents are fixed traits and cannot grow or be developed. This can lead to students prematurely withdrawing their effort and sometimes “dismiss entire subject areas as [it is] beyond their reach,” (Kroeper et al., 2022). The change in mindsets in education has “left deep impacts on schools, challenging long-held beliefs that children are born with innate ‘ability’,” (Hargreaves et al., 2021) this change effects students, as teachers that do not have growth mindsets still hold fixed mindsets which is not beneficial for students’ progress in schools, due to students not believing that they can tackle challenges.
According to Dweck a growth mindset is where people believe that their most basic abilities can be developed through hard work and dedication. With this mindset the classroom culture changes where “students approach learning and [build] strong work habits that lead to achievement and success,” (Robinson, 2017) highlighting how effective this mindset can be for students. Another way that this mindset is easily accessible in classrooms is through teachers sharing their own mistakes and the response to those mistakes, also, teachers using language that frames success (Robinson, 2017). These methods set by Robinson highlight the small changes that teachers can make for students to access this mindset and become open to learning and challenges. This mindset works for teachers working under the new curriculum for Wales as students being open to challenges is what the new curriculum aspires for students. Robinson also highlights that students setting high expectations on themselves, and on their work is another way that they can access this mindset, along with seeing their progress on charts or graphs so that students can “see their growth and become empowered,” (Robinson, 2017). Kroeper supports Robinson’s arguments as it is highlighted that “learning environments infused with growth mindsets […] positively influence students’ psychological and achievement outcomes,” (Kroeper et al., 2022). Other researchers also highlight the effectiveness of this mindset as it “maximises their students’ potential,” for success (Shoshani, 2021). This author bases their research in Israel hence is not as key as other authors used in this section on growth mindset, yet their work does highlight the importance and effectiveness of this mindset in lessons in ensuring student engagement. Shoshani goes on to highlight that this mindset emphasises students not fearing “hard work, persist, enjoy challenges and see them as learning opportunities,” (Shoshani, 2021). This mindset is very inclusive of all students in the classroom, with this mindset “stronger and weaker students […] perform well,” also there is a decreased gap “in gender and socio-economic disparities,” in class along with a reduction of stereotypes and myths regarding students in lesson, “thereby encouraging students to learn, persevere and do better,” (Shoshani, 2021). There is also a consensus amongst researchers that teachers with growth mindsets “have great influence on student achievement,” (Altaleb, 2021) and teachers can “enhance growth mindsets and achievement of adolescents,” (Porter et al., 2022).
Although this mindset is very effective for students’ academic success there are limitations highlighted in the research. The main opposing argument to the growth mindset theory is that teacher’s mindset must fully change for a growth mindset to work in the classroom (Yeager et al., 2022), this would be hard to implement for teachers who hold strong fixed mindset beliefs. Miscommunications occur when teachers endorse this mindset as “students can see them as endorsing relatively fixed mindset beliefs,” (Kroeper et al., 2022). Also, Kroeper goes on to highlight that teachers can unwittingly communicate “mindset beliefs that they do not personally endorse,” (Kroeper et al., 2022) which highlights limitations of this mindset. The research also highlights that studies into this mindset in classrooms have “small overall effects,” and “reveal some short-term, but no long-term effects,” (Shoshani, 2021), questioning the overall effectiveness of this mindset to be adopted in classrooms. Yeager follows this line of argument where it is highlighted that “mindset interventions, delivered to and by classroom teachers, have not had any discernible effects on student achievement,” (Yeager & Dweck, 2020) bringing into question the validity of this mindset. Yeager concluded that “there is only weak evidence that mindset interventions work or yield meaningful effects,” and furthers his argument by stating that “teacher-focused growth mindset interventions have not work,” (Yeager & Dweck, 2020). Other opposing arguments to the growth mindset theory highlights that this mindset does not work in low-attaining areas, as it leads “low-attaining children to adopt a helpless rather than mastery-orientated achievement pattern,” and these children become “more passive and engage less,” in classrooms that work with a growth mindset (Hargreaves et al., 2021). Hargreaves also, highlights that there are threats to growth mindset as it “focuses more on performance than learning,” and they interpret Dweck’s theories as “suggesting that children who struggle at school simply need to work harder,” (Hargreaves et al., 2021). 
Based on looking at both sides of the effectiveness of growth mindset the research shows that this mindset should be adopted, as it increases students’ performance, but the teacher who adopts it should consider the limitations that arise alongside this mindset, as it may only work in certain school areas and the context of the school should be taken into consideration. There are also gaps in my research but also in the wider research too, my research mostly focused on studies that took place in America, this was due to the two main researchers of this field being based there. Hence, the research has led me there. This is an issue as the research I have engaged with is not based on the UK educational system. Other gaps that have arose are that the research does not highlight how a teacher can change their mindset from a fixed mindset so that their classroom becomes a growth mindset, and the research also does not highlight how this can be done for teachers, Shoshani highlights this as they state that there is “scant research on ways to best develop a growth mindset in teachers, and most interventions in the field have focused on students,” (Shoshani, 2021). The research that is based on this theory is widely disseminated in primary schools and has not been engaged with in secondary schools (Hargreaves et al., 2021).


Next, I will discuss research around feelings of inadequacy and fear of failing, the consensus around feelings of inadequacy and fear of failing that surround secondary school students in test like conditions link to two main arguments that will be discussed here. First, the roles of identity and gender in the school context which explain the attainment gap. The ideas to support this argument highlight that the link between test anxiety and mathematics anxiety is “larger among boys than girls,” (Plante et al., 2022). Secondly, the relationship between stress, anxiety and class tests. Arguments that help to understand this highlight that there is a relationship with performance anxiety in the domain of mathematics, (Plante et al., 2022). It evidences that anxiety is high in mathematics and is common with other students when undergoing test conditions and the anxiety stems from performance levels. These factors boil into fear of failing and feelings of inadequacy felt by students. Key researchers/figures in the field include Maslow, Holt and Erikson, their work will be mentioned in this section.
First, I will discuss the role of gender and identity in explaining the attainment gap. When discussing this argument, the theme of the socioeconomic attainment gap occurs, where students from lower socioeconomic status backgrounds and their “local educational context [supposedly] determines their educational experience,” (Easterbrook et al., 2022). To understand if this is true researchers must consider school context and area, yet students from both middle and working class families “fear academic failure,” (Jackson, 2010) evidencing that fears are influenced by a student’s school context rather than their social class. 
Gender is also a reoccurring theme when trying to understand why secondary students fear failing. From the research is it understood that there are different patterns between boys and girls when discussing test anxiety, where “test anxiety is twice as prevalent among girls than boys,” (Plante et al., 2022). It is debated whether this is because girls “tend to put more academic pressure on themselves,” therefore, finding themselves to be as risk of experiencing test anxiety (Plante et al., 2022). There is also laddish culture in secondary schools where ideas of students who do work are seen as uncool (Mendick & Jackson, 2007), these ideas are very similar and link with Erikson’s work on identity, where he states that “identity develops continuously throughout people’s lives,” (Maree, 2021). This development of identity throughout a person’s life can affect secondary school children within their work, Erikson highlights that students may “experience psychosocial crises during all eight stages that may impact their personality development negatively,” (Erikson, 1977). During Erikson’s stage 5, which is during a person’s adolescence, they need “continued support and encouragement,” and begin to develop more independence, in order for people to achieve this they have to “experience success in increasingly complex tasks,” (Erikson, 1977). 
Secondly, I will discuss the relationship between stress, anxiety and class tests. The research surrounding this relationship highlights the effects the educational system has on students where “academic success is valued so highly and promoted so strongly in contemporary UK society that fears of academic failure are commonplace in schools,” (Jackson, 2010). When discussing this argument, many different themes arise in the research, society’s focus on high attainment, the link between test anxiety and fears of academic failure and the effects this has on students’ performance. 
The theme of society’s focus on high attainment stems from the education system that is in the UK, where it puts pressure on young people as it is a “test-driven education system,” (Mendick & Jackson, 2007). The ideologies that are within the UK emphasis “competitive individualism,” (Curran & Hill, 2019) which causes stress and anxiety within secondary students as there are unspoken expectations placed on them from society. The research highlights how this education system is “likely to increase test anxiety,” (Plante et al., 2022). Also, obtaining high grades to get into top schools can cause pressure with students and these desires to get into top schools stems again from societal pressure (Plante et al., 2022). Plante also goes on to highlight that when students are exposed to evaluative situations, students develop test anxiety which is shown through “extensive worry, intrusive thoughts and physiological arousal,” (Plante et al., 2022) highlighting the effects this educational system has on students and how this build-up of anxiety and stress can mentally cause problems for students. 
Psychologists, in their research, have made a link between test anxiety and “fears of academic failure [resulting in these feelings being] widespread,” (Jackson, 2010) this widespread feeling from students can be from the expectations placed on them from society, as discussed above. The research highlights that as this is widespread so is the “bodily-emotional aspect of anxiety [which] is suggested to impair performance,” (Prokofieva et al., 2022). Low performance is closely related with test anxiety and fear of academic failure as, highlighted from the research showing that “test anxiety is associated with negative outcomes,” (Plante et al., 2022).
Overall, there are gaps in my research which include not using works from key figures and researchers of the field of fear of academic failing and feelings of inadequacy. The authors used in this section all base their work in the UK which is beneficial for me as it links with my critical incident. Other gaps highlighted in the research show that fear has “received little focused attention in the educational literature, despite the increasing interest afforded to it in other disciplines,” (Jackson, 2010). It is highlighted as a “by-product rather than the focus,” (Jackson, 2010) of education literature. Another gap in the research is collecting data with regards to “stress being scarce in educational context,” (Prokofieva et al., 2022). The ideas revolving the field of fear in education are narrowly research focused on “test anxiety or exam stress,” (Jackson, 2010) which does not take into consideration macro ideas of fears within education in relation to fears towards academic success or failure. 


Chapter 6 – Reflection and Next Steps

Being reflective on an incident allows teachers to become innovative on where to go next. By varying their learning approaches and their pedagogical skills students will have a richer learning experience from teachers using reflective models. Reflection allows teachers to identify positive and negative experiences in their practice and allows them to adjust and respond to issues. As previously mentioned, Kolb’s Learning Cycle emphasises reflective observation to analyse and draw conclusions from an experience. Undertaking this cycle takes the learning from observation into new experiences. Observation and reflection are key to becoming a better practitioner in the field of education as it ensures that all students in the classroom have the best learning experience.

Both the literature and my critical incident will inform my practice by ensuring that all students tackle learning with a growth mindset so that they believe that they can succeed in all subjects. Informed by the literature, adopting this mindset in the classroom students are likely to perform better as they will seek out challenges to develop their skills furthers and believe that their skills can be developed in all subjects and are not fixed to a certain field. With this mindset infused in the classroom there will be no room for gendered stereotypes or myths surrounding certain subjects. As there are limitations to this mindset, these will need to be at the forefront of my mind when taking this mindset forward into the classroom. 
Informed by my critical incident, I understand that there are fears in education through failing and educational inadequacy, yet these can be resolved through the adoption of a growth mindset, according to the literature, as these fears arise in schools where fixed mindsets are high. If students engage in education with a growth mindset, anxiety and fears in education should ease as students will believe that all their learnt skills are transferrable therefore, are able to tackle any subject. Highlighted by my critical incident Student A seemed to fear challenges, this can be inferred through them consistently asking for help from the teacher. If Student A had a growth mindset them needing consistent reassurance may not have been so commonplace, as they would have enjoyed the challenge and seen it as something where they could develop their skills further.
I can implement a growth mindset in the classroom, according to the literature, by changing the language used in classroom and highlighting mistakes that I make and react to them in a positive way as they are to be learnt from. Changing the language in the classroom is important as it will ensure all are included and all students will begin to believe that they can master the skills in that subject. 


Chapter 7 – Conclusion

This assignment asked me to “critically evaluate research and key theories that underpin the holistic development of children and young people, in relation to ensuring pupil progress.” I focused on learning theories and barriers to learning whilst also demonstrating an awareness of the new curriculum in Wales. I believe that I set out and met those objectives in this assignment as I highlighted a specific ‘critical’ incident, Student A needing consistent reassurance during a mathematics formative assessment, linked this to Donaldson’s four purposes, health confident individuals and ambitious and capable learners, and considered wider reading that links and supports this incident, Humanist theory focusing on growth mindset and fear of failing and Social, Physical and Emotional theory focusing on Erikson’s work in the field of feelings of inadequacy.
From undertaking this assignment, I have learnt the importance of mindset in the classroom and how that effects students’ performance along with supporting the new curriculum in Wales. This mindset underpins most of what students should aspire to with the new curriculum. Also, from this assignment I have learnt the importance of reflection and how this ensures that students get the best out of their learning experience. Practitioners should be constantly learning and reflecting on their practice, according to what is expected of them under the new curriculum.
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