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What are the ‘instincts’ of a good teacher?
Can they be taught?

Good teachers use good techniques and routines, but techniques and routines
alone do not produce good teaching. The real art of teaching lies in teachers’
professional judgement because in teaching there is seldom one ‘right answer’.
This combination of experience, flexibility, informed opinion and constant self-
monitoring is not easy to acquire, but in this re-released classic edition of Critical
Incidents in Teaching — in print since 1993 and which includes a new introduction
from the author — David Tripp shows how teachers can draw on their own class-
room experience to develop it.

In this practical and unique guide, the author offers a range of strategies for
approaching critical incidents and gives advice on how to develop a critical inci-
dent file. Illustrated with numerous classroom examples for discussion and reflec-
tion, Critical Incidents in Teaching is for everyone concerned with the development
of professionalism in teaching. Although aimed at teachers who want to improve
their own practice and pass on their expertise to others, it is also part of David’s
long-term agenda to improve the public status of teaching and to encourage more
inductive research in education; he sees classrooms as situations to be explained
rather than as places in which to apply theories developed in other disciplines.

David Tripp retired from his full-time position in the School of Education,
Murdoch University, Western Australia in 2007, and is now consulting in action
inquiry processes in professional and organisational change and development.
With a background in Secondary teaching and a Cambridge doctorate, David has
published widely in the field of teacher education, professional development, and
qualitative research, has been an expert witness at two Australian government
inquiries, lectured and held visiting positions in a number of countries from the
UK to Mongolia, Canada to Singapore, and is an Associate Editor of the
Educational Action Research Journal.
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To my parents, Geo and Anne Tripp: in belated
recognition of some of the them in me.

... when horizons grow or diminish within a person the distances are not measur-
able by other people. Understanding grows from personal experience that enables
a person to see and feel in ways so varied and so full of changeable meanings that
one’s self-awareness is the determining factor. Here one can admit more readily
that the substances of a shadowy world are projected out of our personal thoughts,
attitudes, emotions, needs. Perhaps it is easier to understand that even though we
do not have the wisdom to enumerate the reasons for the behaviour of another
person, we can grant that every individual does have his private world of meaning,
conceived out of the integrity and dignity of his personality.

Virginia Axline: Dibs: In Search of Self
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Preface

Recently I was asked what I had hoped to achieve by writing this book, and
knowing fame and fortune were hardly realistic, found myself saying that it was
the professional growth of individual teachers, and through that, growth in the
professional status of teaching. I was thinking of that when I sat down to write this
introduction for the book’s republication in this new series, and my next thought
was whether it had actually made much difference. The short answer was that it
hadn’t, for although action research and reflective practice courses in Education
have burgeoned, the vast majority are instrumental in orientation; what passes
for educational theory is still dominated by psychology, sociology and the other
‘—ologies of education’ (as discussed in Tripp, 1990); there is still very little
inductive theorisation of educational practice in educators’ higher degree work
or the journals; and there is no developing literature on the nature of professional
judgement in teaching. In other words, there’s been little progress with what
was outlined in the final section of the book, The task ahead.

But there is another side, of course: others, such as Brookfield (1987, 1995) and
Senge (1990) have made outstanding contributions to how practitioners can
inform their professional judgements, and over the past 18 years sales of this
volume have been high and remarkably steady for an academic book; it was trans-
lated into Polish, becoming a set text for all student teachers in Poland for several
years; more recently it has been translated into simple Chinese; and various
extracts are still used in teacher education courses. That evidence changed my
initial pessimism to a more optimistic recognition that it has been of value to
many teachers, some of whom have found it sufficiently useful to take the time to
thank me for it. Even if it’s only to individuals, I could see some of the differences
it’s made, particularly for those like Margaret who wrote:

I'am a primary teacher in Scotland . . . applying for chartered teacher status
—anew grade of teacher. I am at present writing my reflective report on my
teaching. It’s not easy when you have been teaching for almost 25 years, so
much to say, so few words. . . . I decided to read your book ‘Critical incidents
in teaching.” I could not put it down. I want to thank you for your honesty and
for giving me so much to think about. I thoroughly enjoyed your book and
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will be telling my friends about it. I have never sent a message like this
before, so that is the impact your book has had.

This is an opportunity to thank them all again for the big difference they have
made to me.

Apart from the warm fuzzies of such emails from classroom teachers, I was
struck by the fact that I'd had only two from teacher educators in regard to their
work, which reminded me that radical and lasting change in practice is always the
result of personal change, whereas institutional change is generally the result of
personnel change in the leadership. Nothing could have brought that more strongly
to my notice than a change of Dean resulting in the discontinuation of the Master’s
level action research unit that had provided so many of the incidents of this book.
I frequently rail against the extensive vocationalisation of universities, but perhaps
it will eventually provide more practice-orientated academics greater access to the
higher leadership positions within teacher education, and thus enable more insti-
tutional change to follow. Certainly the fact that Routledge have included it in this
series gives it a new lease of life, enabling it to reach a wider audience, so there’s
hope it could yet make more of a difference.

I have also been asked whether I needed to make any changes. Routledge did
offer to produce a second edition, but I still feel there’s nothing I want to revise, and
although I was tempted to add further chapters on action inquiry', reflection, and
inductive research methods, I think these would dilute the focus on developing the
professional nature of teaching. Now, however, I can use this opportunity to outline
some of my recent thinking on those processes with regard to critical incidents.

Turning first to action inquiry, my use of critical incidents was developed in the
context of a unit on action research, and the book frequently demonstrates how
critical incident analysis makes a relevant and engaging starting point for innova-
tive improvements to practice (see Tripp with Wilson 2001 for a completed
example). However, the fact that it has received so few citations in the action
inquiry literature suggests its role in on-going improvement processes was
eclipsed by the outlines of strategies for critical incident analysis, and its role in
action inquiry needed to be more directly addressed.

The history of the approach is relevant here. I began by eliciting starting points
for participants’ action inquiry projects from issues raised in their journal writing,
but I soon found that what they eventually decided to work to improve nearly
always centred on something that triggered extensive personal reflection and
serious discussion in class. These tended to be seen as a single incident initially,
but were usually found to be symptomatic of an underlying and recurring problem
epitomised by the incident. I therefore changed to asking them to narrate only the
incidents that they found themselves reflecting on, and helped them to develop the
kind of critical incident file outlined in this book.

This was mainly because both they and I found the journals onerous, whereas
the incidents were quickly recalled, recorded, and constituted very manageable
chunks of rich data for busy people to produce and me to respond to; it made
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recording and analysis easier and more focused, and it also made sense in that
critical incidents usually carried a strong emotional charge. Overall then, I saw
critical incident analysis principally as an excellent way to stimulate and maintain
participants’ engagement in their learning and improvement processes.

It was as I increasingly found it necessary to deal more directly with the
emotional content of critical incidents that I came to regard reflection as having a
particular meaning for and special relevance to critical incident analysis. Like
others, in the late-1980s I was confused about the meaning of reflection and I
succumbed to often using it as a synonym for thought about practice. I think the
reason for this is that following Schon’s (1983) highly influential contribution,
mainstream work on reflection rapidly developed with the emphasis on practice.
Schén (following Dewey) recognised that reflection begins with some form of
surprise followed by perplexity, which stimulates us to understand what surprises
us so that we can use what we learn to improve whatever it is we do. This sequence
has led to a concentration on understanding the incident in terms of what it is
necessary to know to best improve practice. Dewey (1933: 118) defined reflective
thought as “active, persistent, and careful consideration of any belief or supposed
form of knowledge in the light of the grounds that support it and the further
conclusions to which it tends’, and produced four criteria for that kind of knowl-
edge. The sequence from perplexity to improvement has continued because it has
proved to be very effective, and it was the one most frequently used in this book.?

However, in a passage that I take as a more discriminating definition of reflec-
tion, Dewey stated two distinguishing characteristics: first, that we reflect when
we’re perplexed and emotionally unsettled by matters, events and situations that
we don’t fully understand; and second, that we do so in order to re-establish our
emotional equilibrium (Dewey 1944: 150). Thus, reflection is not distinguished
from other kinds of action inquiry by its procedures for understanding practice to
improve it (or Dewey’s criteria for them), but by its purpose and outcomes: reflec-
tion is therefore the term we should use for our processing of emotion. Dewey’s
definition limited reflection to the systematic processing of cognitive disequilib-
rium, whereas it seems logical to say that we are reflecting whenever and however
we direct our thinking towards understanding something sufficiently well in ways
that will enable us to come to terms with the feelings we have about it.?

Since Dewey, mainstream thinking on reflective practice is that disequilibrium
triggers the search for strategic change, but there are authors who recognise the
continuing role of emotion in learning (see, for instance, Boud et al 1985;
Brookfield 1987; Swan and Bailey 2004), but it seems that Dewey himself, and
most others since, have neglected to widen that crucial second half of his defini-
tion. When working with teachers® critical incidents, the essentially cognitive
responses of ‘surprise’ and ‘perplexity’ are seldom the reported emotions: much
more common are affective emotions such as guilt, relief, frustration, hope, fear,
sympathy, embarrassment, amusement, . .. to mention just a few. Perplexity
generally follows, and I often find my job is to shift people from affect to cogni-
tion, so we need to open reflection about practice to include both kinds of emotion.
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And as effective professionals seek equilibrium at a higher rather than a lower
level, I work with the idea that reflective practice is a matter of maintaining an
emotional awareness to guide our learning, and thereby our strategies and
actions, towards maximising our sense of success.

The relevance of this for working with critical incidents is that because we
seldom forget the occurrence of strong emotions, almost all of the critical incidents
people recall have been regularly, deeply and extensively reflected upon, frequen.tly
in an entirely unsystematic fashion. Whereas I once saw this as simply creating
initial engagement in change, now a major concern is to ensure an emotionally
safe context for the elicitation, analysis, interpretation and evaluation of critical
incidents, so that they can be turned into positive learning experiences and provide
a sound basis for the better understanding of self, practice and the system.

This suggests that entering an action inquiry process through reflection on crit-
ical incidents is a sequence that might well be called ‘triple loop learning’. Here,
the first loop is to achieve emotional equilibrium about the incident through
coming to new understandings of the relevant factors such as our workplace
culture, personal relationships, who we are and what we value, how others see and
judge us, and so on, which is to seek to understand the cause rather than deal with
the symptom. The outcome of that loop will help to maintain our equilibrium and
strengthen our confidence in ourselves and our professional strategies as we move
on to ‘problematise the problem’, the first loop of Argyris and Schén’s (1978:
2-3) ‘double loop learning’ process. Their second loop (a solution cycle) then
becomes the third loop of this kind of reflective practice.

Moving on from that, I should perhaps have written more about te:liching
through critical incidents,* because I have found a very difficult part of facilitating
reflection is to achieve positive outcomes from the almost invariably negative
incidents that teachers recount first. When one tries to move analysis of the inci-
dent from what happened to explaining why it happened, the result is often further
self-castigation of the, ‘Look what it says about me’, variety, even when the
teacher knows they acted with the best of intentions. At that point it’s a good idea
to shift thinking from the personal to the wider work culture, that is systemic
thinking, for instance, looking at how the teacher is positioned by the institution,
which is often the reason for their making a professional judgement that conflicts
with their view of who they are and what they value. The problem then is that so
little is known about the system as experienced by practitioners, and what is
known has not been collected in such a form that provides easy access, that one
has to theorise many of the key aspects of a critical incident for oneself, and far
too few teachers, academics or facilitators are trained or think to do that.

So I'm going to give a brief account of just one incident that exemplifies reﬂ.ec-
tion, inductive systemic analysis, and the move to the improvement of practice.
This example of the need to shift the focus of the analysis from the incident to the
system in which it took place, occurre.d when I was working with Suan., a Dep_uty
Principal in a country seeking to change its very rigid top-down hierarchical
schools administrative system to a learning organisational structure. The first
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incident Suan recounted occurred when she was a new Head of Department.
Briefly, every classroom teacher had to test their students at four set times a term,
submitting the papers to their Subject Head who reported to their Head of
Department, who reported to their Deputy Principal . . . and so on up the pyramid.

In this case a Senior Teacher reported to her that one of his subject teachers had
not submitted the test results on time. She immediately summoned the teacher
concerned to her office and demanded to know why she had failed to do so. The
teacher replied in tears that she was too afraid of Suan to explain. Mortified by this
and wanting to show that she was not someone to be feared, Suan told her that
there was nothing to be afraid of and that nothing need go any further so long as
she understood the seriousness of the lapse and would ensure that it would never
happen again. The teacher then told Suan about her problems at home and how
she wasn’t coping at school, but when Suan saw that she had changed the dates on
each child’s answer sheet to the correct date, she said that amounted to falsifica-
tion and it could not be allowed to pass; she would monitor her testing next term,
and have to report the matter to the Deputy Head.

I had elicited the incident by asking them to look for contradictions between
rhetoric and practice at their schools, and I asked Suan why she remembered that
incident. She said, ‘Because it was a contradiction on my part.” I asked how she’d
resolved it, and she said she wouldn’t give such assurances again. I suggested that
she remembered it because there was also a contradiction between her personal
commitment to always honouring her word, and her unilateral withdrawal of a
commitment just given, and she still felt guilty about that. She concurred, so I
asked her why it was that although she felt she shouldn’t have gone back on her
word, she had done so nevertheless. She said it was because the teacher could well
reoffend, and if she did and she’d reported the first time, then it would be the
Deputy Head’s responsibility [that no further action had been taken at the time].

This prompted a functional analysis of the system, and we found that the main
benefits of reporting incidents to a superior were that ultimate responsibility was
shifted upwards, it provided cover against being later accused of withholding
information, and it was possible to gain merit by demonstrating good judgement
in giving a superior all (but no more than) the information they needed, whilst
drawing attention to the reporter’s competence in detecting and dealing with a
problem satisfactorily without supervision. Of course, the power the reporter had
over the reportee was increased simply by her exercise of it in choosing to report,
what, how, when and to whom. It also showed she could command further power
from higher up in the system.

These insights gave Suan a perspective on her behaviour that she had not had:
she realised she had also acted out of fear of her superiors and for her place in
the system, and ever since had been dealing with the cost to her self-esteem of the
way she had resolved her dilemma.

Looking at this in terms of ‘learning loops’, Suan’s initial processing of the
dilemma was essentially single loop learning: the initial (unsystematic) reflection
at the time made her decide never again to give wide assurances she might not be
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able to keep; it was an improvement, but it still left her concerned about the inci-
dent, which prompted her to return to it when working with me. When we tac'k]ed
it more systematically, the first loop was reflective: first admitting the fx?elmgs,
then identifying the source of the dilemma by analysing of the functions of
reporting in the system; that showed what had influenced her judgement, an under-
standing which left her feeling better about herself. The second loop was to prol,a-
lematise her earlier resolution: I encouraged her to wonder why it was that she d
not already known about the problems one of her staff was fa(‘:ing at bome when it
was clearly affecting her work. This generated further emotion Whl(‘)h led to the
third (strategic action) loop where her decision was to be‘gi-n worklmg to make
the reporting systems in her school less hierarchical and punitively orientated, and
the Departmental culture more collegial, something she now felt strongly z{bqut.

Thus systems thinking is not about individual praise and blame, nor 1s'1t. to
excuse poor judgement: it’s to see why we do what we do by contex_ruahsmg
individual action in the constraints of our personal histories, and exigencies of the
local situation and wider organisational culture: understanding the system enables
us to recognise how these predispose us to some judgements and actions rather
than others. Having done that, we can move on to what we want, and cguld do
about it. This can have a profoundly liberating affect on reflecting practitioners,
and were I to write the book now, I would give more space to facilitating the
learning of critical incident analysis, and draw on the work Of. seng§ (1_990) for
understanding the frequently difficult personal issues that critical incidents so
often raise for the reflecting professional. ]

So finally, I’d like to offer something here on facilitation: a few tips from my
experience of starting new action inquiry groups.

Introduction

1 Clarify that the aims of the course are for everyone to learn more f”‘bout them-
selves and their practice with a view to improving their professional judgements.

2 Make it clear that this will be a collaborative peer-learning process; that you
will teach your specialist knowledge, but they are the experts on themselyes
and their practice, and your job is also to facilitate their teaching and learning
from each other.

3 Go through your and their rights and responsibilities (mine can be found on
the web).

Initial elicitation

1 Ask for their own ‘stories’ 100-500 words, but allow them to give o?hers’
stories if they feel happier to do so. Read them two or three incide'ms without
any of the analysis to exemplify l.he task; one positive, one negative a‘nd one
that is just amusing, seems to work well; remind them to write stories that
they will be happy to share with others.
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2 Get them to write their recounts individually; ‘jigsaw’ exchange of stories in
pairs or small groups; afterwards, let anyone who’s willing read their story to the
whole group; use these to guide the others in writing and thinking about them.

3 On their own again, ask them to write what, if anything, they learned from the
incident, and how they felt about it.

4 “Jigsawing’ in different pairs, read stories and each tell what they learn from
and feel about their partner’s story.

5 Only collect written recounts a day or two later so participants have time to
reflect on them. Print incidents without your feed-back for all participants.

First feed-back

1 Give feed-back first in writing, then with time for discussion in class with the
option of 1-1 in private too. Take your time with feed-back; you can always
return to your analysis of an incident and write more later. It’s usually safer
to start feed-back with instrumental questions rather than ones of the
emotions. Start by asking troublesome questions rather than by offering
direct critique, and don’t pursue answers in the group if they generate anxiety;
if in doubt, just encourage and ask for more information.

2 Before offering any direct critique of or challenge to values or emotional
issues, make sure that everyone is happy to have it and able to deal with it.
Outline the boundaries: they should know that it is Just information you’re
giving, and remember that it tells them as much about you and your concerns
as it does about them and theirs, Help them to recognise and articulate their
feelings when emotions are involved; make sure they have a ‘receiving’
strategy, such as seeing what aspects they can say yes, no or maybe to.

Thereafter

1 Insist that everyone finds a ‘critical friend’ outside the group, with whom
they can debrief and ask for feed-back from.

2 Continually check with the group how well you’re going and monitor your
own performance; that should involve writing up any critical incidents about
your facilitation of the group to demonstrate your own reflection skills, and
to reinforce that reflection is an essential process for any professional
educator; get their feed-back on your skills and incidents.

But of course, those are some strategies that work for me, and which of them
you follow and how you do so, is entirely a matter of your own professional
Jjudgement!

Dr David Tripp
Murdoch University
April 2011
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Afterthought

The journey that led to this book began in 1978 when I found myself teaching a
university course for in-service teachers entitled ‘Classroom Research’. When I
took it over, the course method was to expose teachers to summaries of the find-
ings of the process—product classroom research industry, assisting them to iden-
tify areas and topics of interest related to their' own teaching situation, and
supervising their design of a research project which they could perform to inves-
tigate an issue or problem. It was a common format, and seemed to work quite
well in purely academic terms, although I was critical of the wholly quantitative
methodology. In practical terms, however, the kinds of projects proposed were
not only minute and trivial, but tended also to address questions that would
generate academic rather than practical knowledge, thus connecting with and
serving the interests of researchers rather than teachers.

Over the next year I realised that this was the result both of the kind of large-
scale quantitative research promulgated by the literature in general and of the
teacher’s perception of the kind of issue that could be addressed by educational
research. Drawing on my doctoral work in which I had been much influenced by
the late Lawrence Stenhouse and his colleagues at the Centre for Applied Research
in Education at Norwich, England, I helped the teachers design a more qualitative
classroom action research project along the lines of those in The Ford Teaching
Project (Elliott and Adleman 1976).

As a stimulus to discover issues to research, I presented students with separate
research papers of the kind published in the Review of Educational Research.
These covered ten issues, such as self-fulfilling prophecy, group work, ques-
tioning strategies and sexism, all of which were of major significance in terms of
the amount and quality of the literature being published. The kind of topics chosen
by the teachers were then much more appropriate, useful and interesting to them,
but the course still failed in the important matter of the teachers relating the
existing research to their own teaching: the topics which they chose were seldom
the ones I had presented to them through the research reports.

At the time this bothered me because I believed that in a course about class-
room research, teachers should concern and acquaint themselves with the major
issues represented in the literature. Naively I believed that educational researchers
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would only invest such huge amounts of time, money, and energy in issues that
were of importance to practising teachers. Among many others (Tom 1984;
Popkewitz 1984), I later came to see how wrong those assumptions were (Tripp
1990a). Nevertheless, I attempted to demonstrate the relevance of the research to
the teachers by asking them to look in their own classrooms for instances of the
phenomena reported in the research. Topic after topic however, was greeted with
objections such as, ‘That’s not what happens in my classroom’, “That’s all very
well in theory, but . . .’, and ‘It’s too simplistic . .. you can’t just take that in
isolation’. It was as if there were some kind of a plot to discount and belittle the
expensive and magisterial pronouncements of the educational researchers.

Very well, I thought, on the mistaken assumption that the problem was essen-
tially a lack of understanding and interest, Mohammed must come to the moun-
tain. To encourage the teachers to take the research findings seriously with respect
to their own teaching, I then began the course by asking the students to carry out
classroom observations and interviews, recording them in journals which later
became the critical incident research files of this book. The plan was that as they
produced accounts of both the exceptional incidents occurring in their classrooms
and the routine phenomena of their teaching, I would direct them to the research
findings which they could then apply to their practice through action research.

However, what actually happened was that week after week the vast majority
of journal items related only very distantly if at all to the existing research. They
were concerned with matters such as whether students copying from each other
was good or not, if it mattered that friendships changed so often, why students
told so many tales on each other, the extent to which what happened before school
affected formal learning, why students so often seemed to ignore instructions, and
why teachers seemed to have to repeat things so often. | frequently waited in vain
for the teachers to raise some of the major research issues that were my expertise
and were dealt with in the literature. And when an issue such as ‘labelling’ did
come up, they seemed to delight in producing examples from their own experi-
ence which provided data counter to the main effects reported.

With hindsight I could recognise two trends: first, that in contrast to the
published research in which teacher and student behaviours and the overt and
formal curriculum predominated, the teachers were raising practical matters
instead; they were most often concerned with classroom management, and events
closely but not obviously related to the hidden curriculum. Second, it seemed to
require someone who was something of an outsider, a good analyst and already
familiar with the research literature, to make the connections between a teacher’s
practice, the accounts of their practice as recorded in their critical incident files,
and the literature on teaching.

At the time, I was just becoming aware of an uncomfortable contradiction in
my position: I began to wonder why it was that I, like the teachers I was now
teaching, had been considered very successful in the classroom when I, again like
them, was totally ignorant of what [ NOW was promulgating as knowledge essen-
tial to successful teaching. The answer dawned late but suddenly as I was lecturing
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to a curriculum class about the sociology of school knowledge. To illustrate the
conflicts between the knowledge that school students valued and what the};) we;re
actually taught, I read the following letter to a newspaper from a teacher about a
typically ‘schoolish’ quiz it had published:

I’ve been a teacher for 20 years and I answered the questions in your quiz as
them. i .
fasl;:f { l:;:’t know how a carburettor works; why_ Brunel’s bridge doesn’t
fall down; what happens when you pass an electric c.urr.ent .through V\fater
with salt or sugar in it; why it is dangerous to pu.t gelignite in a buttle,A t:e
chemical composition of nylon; how you tell the time a_t the South Pole; tle
relative turning speed of a Spitfire and a Messerschmitt; or how the Holy
Trinity ‘works’. I have been asked all these (and more) by five-to-ten year

the questions in your quiz. i
ot I (Open University 1973: 87)

While reading this aloud to the students, I suddenly realise.d that I was én e)t(_actl);
the same position as the teacher whose letter I was readmg: as an e duca 1§nal
researcher I was pursuing similarly institutionalised and partial knowle: ge abou
teaching which was just as irrelevant to the teachers whom I was teaghlng as v::s
the author of the letter’s to his students. The irony was that I was don}g so at' e
very same time that I was teaching how various social processes andlms:)l.tut;oni
have legitimated teachers’ vested interests in the knowled‘ge of schk_)o SLIl }_:e::i ?;:1
the expense of the students’ interests. I saw for Fhe ﬁrs.t time that since I ha o
school teaching to become a university acafienflc, my mterests.were now v;s e )
in answering questions which were primarily if not s_olely of interest tohe ucaf
tional researchers, questions which were generally qunet as unrelated to those of
my in-service teachers as were those of that teacher to his student‘s. peiiet
I can now identify the incident of the quiz as the probable stamng‘pomt o 1;
book because it was in dealing with it that I realised thaF I leamed.to 1m|Jf1'?vde an
change my practice, not through the adoption. of particular ﬁ{l@lngs of ‘e 1;ca
tional” research, but through a close, personal, informed and critical .CXﬂlflmﬂl.lOl’l
of particular instances of my own practice. In fact, because the Prat{tl.cal lm;; 1ca(;
tions were my uppermost concern, I embarked upon a ra'ther mtuml:/e (;rla ;:d
error programme of action research which has led to the lgnd of work a voch
here. It was the incident of the quiz which made me decide to try tc.) learn owh
to work with teachers’ experiences in a practical am.:l schqlarly fe.xshlon throl{gh
the documentation and analysis of critical incidents in their practice, and whic
ompletion of this book.
CV;T};U;:I? cl::;inteott: eIocok lfack at what I had written after finishing th'e ﬁrs_t §ratl’t,
however, I could see two major problems. First, it was altoget_her too 1dealxslt‘;c. n
view of the way teachers are educated and treated in our society, how cou loi:z
expect them to strive for such a high standard of pmfessmnallsr’n :‘les \yai'lm:)and
by my ideas? Second, I became more aware of some of the book’s limitation:




xxiv  Afterthought

weaknesses, and wondered just how much it could therefore contribute towards
the realisation of its ideals.

Then I was reminded of a paper written twenty years ago now by Flynn (1972),
in which he raised the all-important question as to when a social project, innova-
tion or idea should be evaluated. All too often the fate of an idea is determined by
the success of the project in which it first happens to be tried. How often has a
proposal been met with the comment ‘That’s already been tried in Europe (or
America) by Smith (or Jones) and it doesn’t work.” A particular project in a
particular place at a particular time and run by particular people is taken as proof
that there is no situation in which any version of the idea could ever work. In
effect, just one of all the possible variants of an idea is tried once, one of the many
ways of implementing it is used once; one particular method of one of the
competing paradigms of research is used to evaluate it once . .. and a complex
socially situated and constructed range of possibilities is rejected for evermore as
if the trial were some simple and carefully controlled chemical reaction.

To illustrate the point, Flynn took the problem of knowing when would have
been the right time and what would have been the right method to evaluate the
idea that aircraft should replace rail and ship for safe, cheap, fast, long-distance
passenger travel. Suppose the idea had been subjected to evaluation on the basis
of the Wrights first flight, which was, after all, thought to be the first true travel
in a heavier-than-air machine. On the basis of their success, no responsible evalu-
ator could have recommended further funding for the idea, even to the Pentagon.
Or suppose one were to have evaluated their idea at the time of the First World
War, by which time the plane had developed beyond recognition, yet it was still
really only capable of short reconnaissance work on clear days. Even if one had
evaluated the possibility of aircraft replacing rail and ship for long-distance
passenger travel (or battleships for naval warfare) just before the Second World
War, one could not have recommended continuation with the project.

Yet flying developed because it was not a single endeavour which could be
submitted to a single evaluation. It grew because many different people made it
happen. They liked flying, and they believed in the idea of its becoming commer-
cially profitable. It was never allowed to be tied to a particular design. Each
attempt was used for learning so that the next project began from an improved
position.

I believe that [ and many others share some revolutionary ideas about education
that will be just as slow to realise as the development of the modern aircraft. One
of these is that school teaching will one day be a profession in which the standards
of practice will be as high as those in law and medicine because teachers, assisted
by educational researchers, will understand their practice so well that every child
will receive an education every aspect of which meets their own particular needs.

And, like the evolution of the modern aircraft, many separate ideas have to be
put into practice and many different components to be invented, developed and
tested before any overall progress is made. So this book demonstrates one aspect
of teaching that represents but a small step towards the achievement of a
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professional ideal. People could evaluate this book in terms of that ideal. But no
one can yet evaluate the ideal itself — if what humankind achieves in the physical
world depends so much on what people wish for and strive to achieve, then how
much more is the socially constructed world of teaching amenable to their turning
a vision into reality?

I therefore hope that readers will use this book to imagine many new possibili-
ties for education, and to consider in detail how one, the interpretation of critical
incidents to inform professional judgement, could become a standard professional
teaching practice. (I can be contacted by e-mail at: tripp@murdoch.edu.au.)

David Tripp
Bedfordale
Western Australia
1993




Introduction
Teaching and research

Teachers, researchers and the media

In some ways this is a book about educational research. Teachers have very good
reasons to mistrust such books and regard them with apprehension. Teachers’
fears are not unfounded; so often educational research, by investigating and
thereby exposing the problems of schools, has been instrumental in giving them
the bad press that they so often receive these days. And all too often researchers
have used their perceptions of teachers’ inadequacies to gain grants, publicity and
to further their careers. Take for example, the main argument that the editor of a
new journal was quoted as giving as the reason for yet another new publication:

There has been a revolution in our knowledge about language in the past
twenty years, and it’s highly probable that lots of the practices that are being
followed in schools in relation to developing children’s language are quite
wrong, misguided, even dangerous in their implications for the education of
our kids.

So teachers are twenty years out of date and likely to be damaging children.
Unsurprisingly, such attitudes make relationships between teachers and educa-
tional researchers very strained.' But even when a researcher goes out of their way
to emphasise the achievements of an innovation, the press distort it to reflect
poorly upon teachers.

For instance, in 1987 Colin Marsh, a colleague, evaluated initial progress on a
new curriculum structure in a Western Australia school. His conclusion was that
‘.. . the introduction of the unit curriculum was a success . . . There were far more
plusses than negatives . . .” and that overall, ‘In a short period of time a number of
notable successes have occurred . .. the few problems that were cited are not
insurmountable.” However, under the headline, ‘Schools’ curriculum under fire’,
the state’s only daily newspaper reported that ‘big problems’ had been found,
which provoked further adverse comment from others in the media and commu-
nity who had read only the newspaper report. The executive director of schools
tried to set the record straight, but his response was made to appear subjective and
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partial by being published as a letter under the title, ‘Support for the school curric-
ulum’, thereby suggesting merely that the director supported the new curriculum
(in spite of the problems), but not that misreporting had occurred. The newspaper
not only never admitted its inaccurate reporting, but also refused to publish a
piece by the evaluator in which he explained the report and his findings.

Such incidents indicate that the press are a real problem. This perception is
reinforced by events such as the following in which three university students were
caught withdrawing cash from other people’s accounts on false credit cards manu-
factured by the budding criminals themselves. When the case came to court, the
lawyer for the defence stated that,

Perhaps it is an indictment of our modern education system that it appears to
have taught these three young men everything that is modern in technology
but has failed to teach them anything correct in morality.

(The Western Mail, 15 August 1987: 18)

Such statements portray in a few lines a common public view: teachers are to
blame for the personal and social problems of students. This statement does this
in four major ways. First, it was the only part of the defence argument to be
selected for central placing on the newspage in large, bold print, which suggests
that it was the main, if not the only, cause of the problem. Nothing was said about
any parental responsibility for moral matters, the bank’s responsibility for their
security systems, or the students’ own responsibility for their deliberate criminal
acts. Second, the article made only indirect reference to the fact that the youths
actually got the idea from the media where the process they used was explained in
all the necessary detail in a television programme. Third, the lawyer’s comment
was clearly approved of by the editorial staff, who obviously expected their
readers to feel likewise. It also diverted readers’ attention away from the media’s
part in the affair. Fourth, the comment managed to blame the education system for
giving the students such highly sophisticated skills. One might be forgiven for
imagining that giving students such skills was precisely what the education system
should be doing, but the newspaper had managed to twist it so that a success of the
education system actually discredited it.

So we are left with the obvious overall message that the thefts were not the fault
of the young men themselves, their parents, the bank or the media, but solely the
fault of the education system.

As afinal irony, the article appeared in a paper that has consistently demanded
the return of schools to a curriculum which concentrates more on basic technical

neither the paper nor its readers seemed aware.

Such attitudes pervade the news media, so I have found it very difficult in my
work to deal openly with the kind of problems that are an integral part of all profes-
sional practice. As an educator | have a duty to improve teachers’ practice, a
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process that requires critique; as a member of the p_rofession I also have; a dlfferhe?t
duty to support those whose work I critique. I believe the \:vay to aghleve bot_ is
always to place a problem in the broader context of tea?hers profes_smnal ;.)fctlce.
As in all professions, practitioners will always make mistakes ocfc:asnonally,be ut too
often people blame a teacher for what they' see as an error of judgement cauie
they do not know or understand the conditions undt.er which the teaghers ha;emo
make their professional judgements. Research that ignores th_e way in W.th ;
conditions of teachers’ work affect their practice.s presents a highly simplified an

very negatively biased picture of them and their work. So, although there are a
number of incidents in this book in which teachers are sh?w.n to be less than pferfect,
I have always tried to show how more often than not it is a ma..tter of their best
intentions being thwarted or transformed by factors beyond their control. I have
also tried to show how, in contrast to most media and many. research reports, the
professional norm is that teachers make excellentjudgeménts in extremely corpplex
and difficult circumstances. Typical evidence of this is given in the next section.

Teacher expertise

Incident 1: Settling down 1

The first lesson of my first teaching experience. I pause outside the door t_o
steel myself for the row going on inside. I walk in. A few heads tum but if
anything the noise increases. Be confident: act as if you know you’ll get whflt
you want. ‘Alright then.” I say loudly. More heads turn. ‘Hey, you lot, I said
“be quiet™.” i :
‘I\?o you didn’t, you said it was alright.” An unidentifiable voice from the
back. Tittering. gl
Well that’s quietened them, anyhow. ‘1 meant you to be qu!et a5 say,
seeking to identify the nuisance; but there are too many students still standing
up for me to see every one.
‘Why didn’t you say so then?” ; 5 T0she
A voice from someplace I'm not looking at. Again I fail to identify it. I
hesitate and stupidly notice I'm sweating. This can’t go on. The best a{efence
is attack. *Who said that?” Total silence for the first time. AllAeyes brighten,
as if something interesting’s about to happen. But wha‘ was it? Each of t:e
many faces looks equally innocent and very unhelpful. ‘1 want to know who
spoke just then.”
“You did.” Laughter. Nasty raucous got-you-so-there type laughter. Aha, I
saw that, a large fair-haired boy slouching against the back wall. 1
‘Very clever. Remarkably clever for someone who finds the normal
conventions of the English language.so impenetrable.” Sarcasm. You we're
never going to use sarcasm as a weapon when you becz?me fztea'cher. You v;
opened your mouth just four times so far, and you're right into it. Try to fin
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some common ground. ‘Look, whether you like it or not, we’ve no choice:
we’re going to be together five hours a week, so we might as well learn to get
along. I can’t carry on a conversation if I don’t know who’s talking to me.
Besides which it’s bad manners.” !

‘Big deal.’ Tittering

Damn. Missed it again. Someone over there, agirl, I think. ‘For you, maybe.’
More sarcasm, that brings it to 33 per cent of what I've said so far. Quick,
something else. Try another tack. *‘OK, so I said “alright” but meant “shut up”;
do you think you should always say exactly and literally what you mean?’ ;

“Yes, if you know what “literally” means, that is.” More laughter.

Yes, same voice, that girl there. Looks pretty sharp. Never mind, we're
talking. ‘OK, suppose I said to you, . . . um . . . um.’ !

‘I wouldn’t know what you were talking about.”

More laughter. Even louder, but genuine amusement this time. I laugh too.
and get real grins back. That’s it: show them Yyou're human. :

‘Hey, give us a break. No, I'm trying to think of something we say but we
don’t really mean.” Why can’t I think of a single metaphor? I'm going to ‘do
m?taphors' with them next week. No, wait a moment, a greeting. ‘OK, if |
said to you, “Good day”, what would I mean?’ ¢

‘Have a good day.’

‘It’s a good day.’

‘Hello.

Great! Three sensible responses. Now we're getting somewhere. But
they’re meant to respond one at a time. ‘OK don’t just shout out.” That’s
pretty negative: respond to what they say, don’t Just judge how they say it
‘ButIve not actually said any of those things, have I? And anyway, which d(;
I really mean; or doesn’t it matter?’ Too many questions. Remem,ber 1o ask
o'nly one question at a time. But they've all sat down now, and they’re
listening. It'll be OK I know I can handle this lot.

Incident 2: Settling down 2

A teacher enters avery noisy classroom to start the lesson.
T‘eacher: Rick, is that you making all the noise?
Rick: No Sir!
Teacher: Well then, who is making all the noise?
The class noise subsides as students take interest in the conversation

between the teacher and Rick. Silence. The teacher looks round all areas of
the classroom.

As with any skill, something a beginner finds very difficult is effortless to the real
exper.L In c?ntrasl to what I, as a beginning teacher, eventually achieved acciden-
tally in Incident 1, the very experienced teacher in Incident 2 walked into the
classroom and immediately singled out an individual, Experienced teachers have
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a large repertoire of such techniques for subduing noisy classes. This one works
by turning attention towards a particular and therefore limited interaction of which
the teacher is in control. And, though it’s only actually transacted between the
teacher and a single student, the event becomes a focus for the whole class whose
attention remains on the teacher when the exchange is terminated. The teacher
controls the event, and thereby controls the class.

But does employing the technique as expertly as the second teacher did, mean
that he or she is a professional, or rather merely a thoroughly competent practi-
tioner? Being able to do something and knowing how one does it are two different
aspects of being professional about something. Understanding what it is one does
and how one does it, however, involves a different aspect of professionalism: it is
a matter of being intellectually expert about expert practice. It is in learning from
experience that these two come together: one does, and one thinks about how and
what one is doing. So although most people become expert practitioners through
actually doing the job, skilled professional teaching is also an intellectual matter.

For most teachers the intellectual side of their expert performance consists of
two kinds of reflection: evaluation (‘Did it work? What else could/should I have
done? How could I do it better?”), and common wisdom (there is more to discipline
than merely maintaining it: how the stud feel about being disciplined affects
how they will respond next time). These ideas are a kind of craft knowledge, some
of which is included in teachers’ pre-service education, but is more often trans-
mitted by experts to novices as on-the-job advice. Lots of this craft knowledge was
running through my mind in Incident 1: be confident; act as if you know you will
get what you want; identify a nuisance quickly; respond to what they say; only
listen to those you choose to answer; and so on. So a teacher who was acting reflec-
tively would not only observe whether silence was achieved or not, but would also
consider the way in which the student’s feelings had been handled and whether to
accept an uninvited answer because it was a useful one. Not all teachers are that
reflective, of course, though more are becoming so as our knowledge of what good
teachers do increases, and as more teachers are taught how to reflect upon their
practice. At present, however, it is principally skilful action learned through expe-
rience that constitutes the professional expertise of most teachers.

Reflective teaching is therefore essential to a professional approach to practice.
But in all the major professions there is another intellectual ingredient of practice:
being able to explain and thereby justify what one does through a more knowl-
edgeable, rigorous, and academic analysis. This does not appear to be necessary
in teaching because few teachers are taught, and so far as I know none are required,
to do it. The second lesson extract was part of a lesson transcript made for part of
an assignment in a higher degree course in education. A teacher brought it to me
saying he had recorded a lesson, but could not think of anything to say about it as
nothing ‘in particular’ had happened. This suggests that although the teacher is
professional in what he does (he is so expert a practitioner, in fact, that he takes
his skill totally for granted), but he is not professional in the sense of possessing
an understanding of how he has done it, nor does he possess the means of gaining
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that understanding. One kind of expertise is required to make a lesson happen, and
a very different kind of expertise and knowledge to diagnose what actually went
on in it. Many teachers have learned to use the ‘single interaction’ technique of
subduing a whole class, but few could provide more than the basic explanation of
how it worked than I have already given. Academic skills, however, are very
powerful tools which, when applied to apparently simple practices, yield some
interesting insights. So let us have another look at the analysis of Incident 2 in a
slightly more academic fashion to see what really happened.

A common form of analysis is to examine the language used, but few teachers
are taught to do this in their professional education. Here the teacher began by
saying, ‘Rick, is that you making all the noise?” One notices that this teacher
knows who to pick on and what his name is, important information not available
to me in Incident 1. But more interesting is the fact that the teacher seems to have
said something rather silly: he was asking a single boy if he was solely respon-
sible for what was obviously a whole class noise. Why should the teacher do that?
By asserting something that was patently untrue, the teacher was actually
providing a let-out for the student: it was a nonsensical accusation which the
student could sensibly and legitimately deny, even if he were a prominent noise
maker, because a single student could only contribute to whole class noise, not
make it alone. Thus the teacher, while calling attention to the noise Rick was
making, actually made Rick appear more rational and sensible than the teacher
who was disciplining him. The accusation had the same effect as if it had been
true, but because it quite clearly was not, the teacher did not then have to admonish
or punish the student. The teacher then deliberately continued to assert that there
must be one person making all the noise (“Well then, who is making all the
noise?’) which, with his gaze directed at everyone in the room, told the others that
he was about to pick on someone else, so they all stopped talking. Without anyone
being punished or losing face, the whole class was instantly and effectively
silenced, and apparently simply because the teacher structured a false accusation
around the word ‘all’. If the approach were informed by craft knowledge it would
probably be something like, ‘Pick on individuals’; and, at a more reflective level,
“The key to good discipline is to maintain it without building resentment and
thereby producing further resistance.” One can only admire the technical expertise
of teachers who develop such ways of achieving it.

Such skill is of a level and kind that is much more akin to practice in the major
professions such as medicine and law, than it is like that of craftspeople such as
carpenters or motor mechanics. It is also important to recognise that all competent
teachers possess such skills and experience to perform in classrooms in that way.
So why is it that teachers do not have the social status, conditions of work and
material rewards of medics and barristers? One reason is that so few people, even
those within the profession (teachers included), are aware of what teachers actu-
ally do, or of their impact on their clients, Teachers, like the one in the example
above, who display all the qualities of skill and experience as they go about the
routine of their job, who reflect on their practice in such a way that it continues to
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remain successful over the years, are in one sense highly pmfessional._ But if they
are not also able to articulate the specialist conduct knowledge or the judgements
that underlie what they do, they are in another sense craftspeople rather than
professionals.

This book suggests a way to deal with that issue. I argue that more than genere'll
or evaluative reflection upon merely technical expertise acquired through experi-
ence is necessary for teachers to be professional in a way that would enabl_e them
to overcome their poor public image and achieve the status of a profession for
their work. I suggest that teachers should be diagnostic in the sense 'that they'are
dble to employ profession-specific knowledge and expertise to recognise, describe,
understand and explain their practice in an academic fashion, and to interpret that
diagnosis in order to form expert professional judgeme.nts' to fl{rther the well-
being of their clients. The method advocated here for achieving this form of prac-
tice involves the identification and analysis of incidents such as those alrez?dy
described. Overall, the aim of this book is to offer a practical approach to tea'chmg
and classroom research that opens a way to improve practice in the profession of
education as a whole.

The role of this book

While it is generally recognised that teaching is cunjently ina cris?s, the under-
lying ways in which teacher education and the educational research mdustl"y have
contributed to that crisis are less obvious but more in need of reform. This book
suggests some immediate practical action and longer-term aims that may be
instrumental in helping to overcome that crisis. i

More than anything else, it is a book about the nature, achievement and va!ue
of what is generally called ‘professional judgement’: those expert guesses whlc.h
result from combining experience with specialist theoretical knowledge. It is
argued that teachers’ work lacks public status because they are seen more to draw
on the recall of ‘right answers’ rather than having to use their judgement.

That is not a new problem, for it has already been addressed by at least' ti}ree
research and teacher development traditions, each of which has had but .llmlted
success. In the process-product classroom research approach, summarised by
people such as Dunkin and Biddle (1974), teachers tend to be exc}uded from the
research agenda and processes (which are often irrelevant or damt.:gmg to teachers)
and they do not use the findings in their practice. In the action research and
Stenhouse’s teacher-as-researcher approaches (Elliott and Adleman ]9.76;
Stenhouse 1975), teachers work as researchers under such powerful co.nstramts
that, despite considerable and sustained efforts in a number of (.:01.mmes, the.y
have actually contributed very little through their research to specialist acadfemlc
educational knowledge as a whole, achieving instead some pe!§_0nal and private
professional development. And in the reflective practitioner tradition (now associ-
ated with Schon 1983), teachers tend to draw on personal and general rather than
specialist theoretical knowledge as the basis for their judgements.
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: This book suggests that the development of professional judgement through the
diagnosis and interpretation of critical incidents is another alternative which will
lead to what might be called ‘diagnostic teaching’. A diagnostic teacher is one who
can analyse their practice in a scholarly and academic fashion to produce expert
interpretations upon which to base and justify their professional judgements.

That ideal and the method of achieving it outlined in this book are, I believe
particularly valuable in regard to two important and rapidly developing trends: the’
attempt to specify good teaching in terms of a set of observable competencies, and
Fhe move towards the removal of teacher education from universities to re-site it
in schools. Unless this is to produce a form of straight apprenticeship training
tgacher—educators have to find new ways to teach in school situations the profes:
§1onal academic knowledge that has hitherto been taught on campuses. Working
in an academic fashion with novice and experienced teachers to understand their
e'veryday working experience is clearly one way to turn to advantage the increased
time spent in schools.

Critical incidents

People often ask what a critical incident is and how to recognise one. The answer
is, of course, that critical incidents are not ‘things’ which exist independently of
an observer and are awaiting discovery like gold nuggets or desert islands, but like
all data, critical incidents are created. Incidents happen, but critical incidents are
produced by the way we look at a situation: a critical incident is an interpretation
f’f the significance of an event. To take something as a critical incident is a value
Jjudgement we make, and the basis of that Jjudgement is the significance we attach
to the meaning of the incident. This is dealt with in detail in Chapter 2; for now.
let us ar'lal).'se another example to show what makes it critical. p y

In principle, we can read any and everything that happens in a critical fashion.
Often the events we notice and remember are just routine things we feel good or
unhappy about, or things that amuse us, like this one.

Incident 3: The horse butterfly

jlh'e teacher had just completed a fairly clear lesson on insects, their character-
1st1?s, etc. She then chose individual children to move about like an insect of
their choice, and about six of the children hopped and wriggled around. One of
the children who had not been chosen to perform, frantically waved his hand to
attract the teacher’s attention, but the teacher did not choose him. She then went
to her desk and picked up a painted butterfly and started to explain how she
war,ted the children to make one like it. The boy said in a loud voice, ‘Oh Miss

1 wlsh.you’d’ve chosen me, I'd’ve been a horse.” ‘No you couldn’t’, anothe;
boy salf‘l, “th.at’s notan insect’. The teacher heard only the last part and said, ‘Of
cqume itis, it’s a butterfly’, and went on with her instructions. The second boy
said nothing at all, but sat looking at the first boy in great puzzlement.

S —
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At one level this incident is, of course, just amusing. But judging from some of the
things the teachers of my own children have been credited with, this kind of
misunderstanding is a very common occurrence in classroom communication. It
is a special kind of misunderstanding, however, because the student did not
misunderstand the teacher’s actual words, nor the teacher the boy’s; the misunder-
standing occurred because they each included the other’s words into their own
quite separate context. Further, it was a failure of communication rather than
understanding, but the result was that the student was left with misinformation.
By definition then, misunderstandings of this type cannot be picked up by the
students or the teacher, because when they are detected they are corrected imme-
diately, and cease to be a misunderstanding. On this occasion we were able to see
the genesis of the misunderstanding only because there was an observer present.

Deciding what kind of an event it was is the first step towards understanding
it; but to turn the event into a critical incident something more than merely
categorising it has to be done. We have to ask both what happened and what
allowed or caused it to happen, which means we have to describe some of the
deeper structures that produce that kind of incident. One of those structures is
the hidden curriculum, a part of which is the mythology (in Barthes’ [1973] sense
of the word) of schooling. It is not difficult to suggest two myths that appear to
be operating here: the teacher knows everything, and the teacher is always
right. Another part of the hidden curriculum is the unstated procedural rules
of classroom learning. Here, the rule the boy seems bound by is not to argue with
the teacher unless invited to do so. The result was that although the teacher’s
assertion clearly conflicted deeply with the boy’s existing knowledge and under-
standing, he overtly and at least temporarily accepted the misinformation.
The incident may now be said to be critical in that it shows several different
aspects of the hidden curriculum, namely, the asymmetry of the classroom speech
situation and students’ valuation of their understanding in relation to that of their
teacher.

Interestingly, for it only happens rarely, this incident may also be critical
in terms of the child’s social and intellectual development. Believing what is
patent nonsense from a teacher may be the norm at this age, but children (to a
greater or lesser extent) do grow out of the habit as they become more confident
of their own knowledge and understanding. It may be that such a serious
conflict in knowledge between a student and a teacher serve to sow the first seeds
of doubt in a young student’s mind, and will enable them later to challenge
their teachers rather than just to accept everything they say. So this incident is also
an example of a critical incident in the original historical sense of the term,
because it could mark an important change or turning point in this learner’s
biography.

A final point about this incident is that we obviously need to discover more
precisely the nature and extent of such taken for granted attitudes, how they are
reproduced in succeeding generations of students, how they are maintained in
what kinds of classrooms, and how they are resisted and overcome by which
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children as they develop. So this incident also raises yet another important
teaching issue about which there is very little educational research.

Organisation of the book

Although this book is in many ways a fairly straightforward ‘how to do it’ account
of critical incidents, the main agenda has to do with the idea that it is professional
Jjudgement which makes teaching a profession rather than a technically expert occu-
pation or vocation. I therefore begin with the idea that the kind of technical routines
that are essential to all teaching cannot be simply set and followed, but need constant
monitoring and change, a process in which critical incidents are essential.

The first chapter outlines the importance of achieving a shift from an unques-
tioning technical approach in which one simply asks, ‘How am I going to do this?’
to an approach which involves asking questions such as, ‘How am I going to
decide what ought I to do, and how can I justify why I ought to do it?’

The main part of the book which then follows is about the nature, creation and
use of critical incidents. I deal in some detail with a number of ways of analysing
critical incidents, the construction of a critical incident file and two specific uses
of critical incidents, in autobiography and for social critique. The final chapter
returns to a reconsideration of the professional nature of teaching, and the conclu-
sion looks at critical incidents in relation to the study of teaching.
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Problematic and practice
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Incident 4: Music prize

Mylll-year—old daughter came back from school and told me with great
excitement that she had won a prize in music.

That’s really good. A prize? . . . How many prizes were there?

Just two.

And which was yours, first or second?

I got the girls’ prize.

And there was a boys’ prize?

Yes.

Was that fair, one for each?

Oh yes. Th?re‘s always one for the girls and one for the boys.

B;.l(; §ugpc;‘smg you were second best girl so you didn’t get the girls’ prize
would it be fair that a boy who was not so good j :
s £0od as you got one just because

Of course it would, otherwise the boys would never get one.

Introduction

Reflecting on what we do is essential to the development of professional judge-
ment, but unless our reflection involves some form of challenge to and critiJ uegof
ourselves and our professional values, we tend to simply reinforce exqistin
patt'ems and tendencies. The problem is that reflection does not take place in i
social apd psychological vacuum; so-called ‘objectivity” is always partial because
Perceptmrf and thought are always contextualised and therefore limited. Reflection
is always {nformed by a view of the world which is created by our cul;ure values
and experiences. This forms a circularity that reinforces our existing viev:/ of the
yvorld: we construct our world through reflection, but how and on what we reflect
is largely determined by our existing world view. It is this tendency which means
Fhat we haye to do something other than merely reflect upon our practice to change
it or view it differently. We first must change our awareness through deliberate%
setting out to view the world of our practice in new ways. In other words t())’
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develop our professional judgement, we have to move beyond our everyday
‘working’ way of looking at things, and this chapter is about how critical incidents
can help us to do so.

In this chapter I want to look at our professional awareness in two different ways:
one has to do with the things we do actually notice about our practice and which we
are therefore aware of; the other is an underlying structure which both limits and
facilitates what we consciously and unconsciously choose to attend to. To distin-
guish the two, I shall refer to the former as awareness, and the latter as problematic.
Beginning with the first, there are, of course, degrees of awareness which, at their
simplest, have been defined by Polanyi and Prosch (1975) as ‘focused’ and ‘subsid-
iary’. This distinction is important because these notions incorporate recognition of
the fact that we can be more or less aware of things. These terms also emphasise the
active role of the individual in the process of being aware: being aware is something
that we do actively for ourselves, rather than something that is done to us.
Nevertheless, over time we do structure our awareness so that we do not always
consciously control it. So while the structure of our existing awareness tends to
determine for us what is to be focused upon and what is more and less important, we
can also deliberately question and change such things. This control is empowering
because it enables us to take responsibility for developing our own awareness.

Furthermore, the different kinds of awareness suggest a way of developing an
agenda of aspects of our practice that we can critique: what pleases or bothers us
are often things of which we have a background awareness, but have not properly
focused on. An obvious example is our routines. Routines are always present, but
for much of the time we have to employ them quite unthinkingly because it is not
possible to subject every routine to constant rigorous examination. Yet, like any
habit, routines are not always quite what they seem and their effects are not always
the same, nor are they without side-effects. So it is important to regularly focus
our awareness on them.

That is not to say that we should, or indeed could, always have our attention
focused on our routines, or we would be like some classroom Hamlet, inhibiting
action with a numbing thoughtfulness. So, while the strength of routines is that
they enable us to do things without consciously attending to them, that is also their
danger. So we also need to focus on our routines periodically.

In general then, it is possible, and I believe essential to a professional
performance, always to be consciously focusing our awareness on some aspect of
practice, and so to become aware of as many aspects as possible over time. What
is being closely observed and questioned is thus our focused awareness. What has
been or will at some other time be focused upon, is our subsidiary awareness, the
main point of the distinction being that we can change the focus of our awareness.

Problematic =

The idea of ‘problematic’ is important to professional consciousness because it
provides the best connection to other work existing in the related field of a critical
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ap_proach to theory in the natural and social sciences. Problematic has to do
with the kind of things which are seen to be problems and the kind of information
sougl'n to provide the kind of answers which are accepted as reasonable
solutions to them. Unfortunately the term has become confused through having
been used as a jargonistic adjective for something which is a problem: ‘You know
we were going to meet for lunch on Tuesday? Well, I'm afraid that’s a bit prob-
lematlc‘ now.” Problematic the noun,! however, is much more than that: it is the
theoretical structure which causes the phenomenon in question to be seen as a
problem.?

The first time I consciously realised how problematic informs our action was
observing the following incident (Tripp 1986: 37).

Incident 5: Doing too much

Chris came into the staffroom saying, ‘Julie Jones says her Dad’s going to
come down here tomorrow and break both my arms and legs!”

Interested chorus of, ‘Why, what’ve you done to her?’

I told them to do nine of the twelve questions for homework and she did

all twelve, so I took a mark off her score.’

In response to general censorship, he replied, ‘Well, it’ll teach her a lesson.
When she does the exam she’ll remember she has to do exactly what she’s
told. She won’t forget that now.’

And of course, he was probably quite right that she would not forget; but for us
the problem we immediately saw was that deducting marks for maki;lg an extra
effort ct{uld so adversely affect Julie’s attitude and future effort that she would not
do \{vell in the exam even if she did read the instructions correctly. It was not that
Chris w.as any less concerned about Julie doing well in the course, but that he saw
Phe major determinant of exam performance as being correct reading of the
Instructions. It was this divergence in view about learning that led to different
aspet.:ts of the incident being seen as a problem.

It is our problematic which leads us to develop and uncritically rely upon a set
of structured practices which are employed in more or less similar ways
upon more or less similar occasions, and which are generally called routines
(Berger. and Luckmann 1966), and in this case, ‘professional routines’. These
professmnfz] routines are constructed by and enacted through a pa.nicular
problematic, and are, by definition, seldom if ever challenged or consciousl:
f:ngaged. I.t is these routines which thus effectively determine what we actually dz
in the social and material world of our professional practice. Problematic is a
useful concept because it is only when it is realised that problematics exist that
?:sn (;alr;] :::' 3out to expose, understand and acknowledge (or, if necessary, trans-

Consider the following that was a more recent example:
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Incident 6: Group competition

Anne-Marie was concerned about the way that her 12-year-old students seemed
unable to discuss things with each other, so she divided the class into groups,
giving half the groups the task of developing an argument for something, the
other half, against it. She then had them debate the issue, group against group.
I asked if she thought that asking people to co-operate in developing a wholly
one-sided position that they didn’t necessarily agree with in order to use it to
oppose the views of other people was a good idea. She said, no, it wasn’t a good
idea, it was an obvious problem, but that she’d never seen it like that.

In other words, there was a problem with what she was doing, but because
co-operation-competition antithesis was not part of the categories in which she
habitually thought, she had not seen the implicit contradiction and certainly not
that the activity could be characterised as subliminal training in bigotry.

It is problematics which structure such absences and invisibilities in our profes-
sional awareness. They produce in us a disposition not to see that there is a regular
pattern to the hiding of what is hidden. That might sound complicated, but its
effects are often blindingly obvious. We can take for another example the day my
eldest daughter came home from school with a prize for music (Incident 4) which
I narrated at the start of this chapter. First, she knew two important facts about her
world: one, that prizes were awarded for merit; second, that the criteria of merit
were varied for different groups. The reason that she did not see any contradiction
between these two facts was that her notion of ‘fairness’ included the idea of equal
distribution between groups. But that is not a necessary or indeed the only way of
being fair. On the one hand, in most realms of life prizes are not distributed evenly
between groups; and on the other, even at school prizes (unlike paints and books)
are seldom distributed evenly within groups, which is the more usual childhood
notion of fairness. So it becomes apparent that the notion of fairness varies in
ways that are commonly accepted by teachers and children alike according to
what is being distributed.

There is, however, nothing necessarily fair about such variation: it is only fair in
terms of particular values. In the case of this music prize the whole idea of fairness
has been constructed with gender considerations so firmly embedded into it that the
idea of awarding prizes on merit alone has come to be seen as unfair. Because the
practice was a normal routine no one saw the underlying problematic, so they did
not challenge it. Such structures are well hidden, but the messages they generate
are very explicit: my daughter unerringly read that it is not fair for girls to compete
on equal terms with boys if they can do something better than them.*

In practical terms, what comes out of all of this is that if we do not control our
professional awareness and problematics, then they control us. The aspects of our
professional awareness that are most amenable to critique are probably those
which have come from academic theory, because all educational theories are
partial and there are many alternative theories to choose from. Other aspects, such
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as our attitudes towards our students, because they are produced in a more diffuse
culture than that of educational research, are less amenable to articulation and
hence to informed challenge. A major problem is that they are subjectively held,
afact that is clearly and constantly revealed in our discussions with our colleagues.

The practical problematic

What seems to me to be perhaps the greatest disaster of modern education is an
over-dichotomised theory/practice relation: it enables academics to pursue theory
without regard to the practical realities of classrooms, and enables teachers to
dismiss theory as irrelevant. Unfortunately, the latter view results in what could be
called the ‘practical problematic’, which, because it ignores all but the one form of
interpretation, is perhaps the most insidious occupational hazard of teaching. 1
write that because it is a problematic which regulates deliberate action only in
terms of what to do and how, without critically informing that action. The practical
problematic both ensures that perception is limited to procedural problems and it
prevents strategic action because it means that the question we ask when faced
with a problem is, ‘What shall we do about it?’ It thereby excludes such prior diag-
nostic questions as why it is that we want to do what we do and how we do it.

The fact that much of our deliberate action is composed of taken-for-granted
routines means that our practical problematic has as its sphere of influence the
generation and maintenance, adaptation and reform, of routines. In other words, it
is the practical problematic which determines that when we do focus our aware-
ness on our routines, we do so in order to make them work better rather than to
challenge them on, for instance, grounds of social Jjustice.

The practical problematic is powerful precisely because whether something
works or not is the ultimate test of a strategy or routine. But in making something
work our awareness is turned away from questioning the terms in which it is said
to ‘work’. A professional working within the practical problematic is one whose
awareness is exclusively turned to setting out to find a way to get something done
without considering, for instance, in whose interests it ought to be done, or even
what has produced the circumstances in and about which action is required. For
instance, teachers frequently set out to reduce the amount of noise during a partic-
ular activity, without any consideration of the significance of the noise itself, or the
underlying social relations which generally make it a problem for the teacher alone.
Such questions are largely irrelevant if the test of a good teacher is limited to
whether they can keep the class quiet or not, and the routines by which they keep
the class quiet need never be challenged on any other grounds. There are thus very
good reasons for the practical problematic to be so ubiquitous and powerful.

The practical problematic is normal in teaching because it is the nature of class-
rooms that for much of the time the teacher faces many simultaneous and
conflicting demands for immediate attention and action. That being the case,
effective and efficient routines are inevitably necessary. But so much skill, time
and energy are necessary merely to operate the routines that there is very little left
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for reflection. However, most teachers recognise that just because a routine works
it is not necessarily a good routine: there are many other factors to be considered
in determining its value. We all need to be able to justify our routines on other
grounds, and it is here that theories come into play once again: To ensure we can
publicly account for the value of our routines, we tend to selectively employ those
aspects of those educational theories which lend support to what we find we have
to do anyway. It is our professional awareness which gives rise to our se} of peda_—
gogic constructs concerning, for instance, the nature of classroom learning, moti-
vation, discipline, achievement, individual differences and so on. At that levgl
they are essentially theoretical constructs in the sense that they are to be found in
the literature of researched knowledge about education; they will have been
learned through academic discourses; and they will have been construct‘ed in
order to describe and explain teaching in general, not the teaching of a particular
teacher or lesson. 4

Although the result of a practical problematic is action which is @us doubly
determined by things other than a theorisation of our practice, the routines them-
selves are so very obvious that it is possible to use them to work on both our
problematic and our awareness. In operating routines, we can expose our prob-
lematic by posing the kind of questions about our practice which we do not usually
ask of ourselves. It is that analysis of our problematic which leads us to confront
our professional values and judgements. The final result should be the kind of
radical professional consciousness so much sought recently (Smyth 1985). The
professional education of teachers has to take much more into account the way
educational theories are individually perceived, mediated and reconstructed by
practitioners. ¥ _

The point of this is that it is most often the practical problematic which proYldes
the entry point into an increased awareness of other features of our Professmnal
practice. It is very easy to show both a teacher who already has a quiet class ?md
one who has a noisy class and wants to know how best to quieten it (the p‘ractlcal
problematic), that they are operating certain routines with regard to noise, and
hence must consider first what educational theories might be informing what they
do. Second, to begin to work on the dispositions that have led them to adopt these
theories and to seek less noise.

Most teachers realise that, although their routines may originally have been
consciously planned and practised, they will have become habitual, and so uncon-
scious, as expertise is gained over time. Indeed, our routines often become such
well-established habits that we often cannot say why we did one thing rather.than
another, but tend to put it down to some kind of mystery such as ‘professional
intuition’ or simply ‘knowing’. : .

Many people, and teachers are no exception, are actual.ly very mter'ested in
knowing more about how they operate, for that knowledge increases their power
and effectiveness. Critical incidents can be'very important in that process becaus.e
they provide a means of enabling teachers to be more aware of th_e nature of tt.lelr
professional values and associated problematics, to question their own practice,
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and to concretise their generally abstract notions of values such as social justice.
All of these processes are deeply theoretical, the implications of which is beyond
the scope of this exploration. Here I want to move on to the issue of how our
problematic affects our practice.

Problematising teaching through a critical incident
file entry

It is important to remember that teachers’ critical incident file entries are by defini-
tion their experiences and ideas, and if they can be used to find a starting point for
further or action research, then that authenticity tends to carry over. As a collabora-
tive action research facilitator, 1 use the critical incident file to help teachers to
identify, articulate and examine their professional awareness and problematic, not
to direct what they should do. Direction, if any, comes in the form of asking diffi-
cult questions, of asking them to take account of how I see things. As one teacher
said, “You always seem to make trouble for me, but it’s useful trouble.” Because
almost all teachers come to their practice with a practical problematic, the trouble
I make is to use their critical incidents to turn that problematic into a theoretical
one. That is a simple, but often a very powerful, process; and it is one which is
perhaps better illustrated then explained. So here is my account of the first occasion
when I realised the potential of using critical incidents in that way.

Incident 7: Finishing work

John didn’t finish his work again today. Must see he learns to complete what
he has begun.

The entry revealed that the teacher’s problematic was essentially practical, so no
questions about why it should be done could arise. The teacher had noted a
phenomenon (John was not finishing his work), which she had categorised as a
problem, and wanted to move straight on to finding a solution to it. That is often
the case when the only forms of interpretation employed are the practical and
reflective, the teacher takes the problem as given and only reflects on how to solve
it. Thus in this case, the problem was John’s deviance, and the only solution was
for him to conform, the means to which end were to be found in the teacher’s craft
knowledge. It was perceived simply as a matter of how to get John to learn to do
something he should do.

Of course, it is possible to work on that problematic, but if the recorded
phenomenon itself is questioned, then many other kinds of solution are possible.
This is most obviously and easily done by changing the observation into a ques-
tion, so that ‘John didn’t finish his work again today’ becomes, ‘Why did John not
finish his work today?’ or the more general, ‘Why is John not finishing his work?’
Thus, the very fact that the initial observation is stated in terms of the practical
problematic, provides a good entry for a facilitator to work on the teacher’s
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habitual thinking. In this case, the teacher’s statement that her problem was how
to get John to finish his work, exposed her value that the students need or ought
(to be made) to finish their work. i ;

When I challenged this, at first the teacher defended her initial position, sun.ply
saying that children have to finish their work because it is necessary for learning,
it is good for them, it is expected, if some did not then none would, . - and so on.
But she then quickly recognised that making all students always finish all }hew
work did not necessarily follow, and was in fact an aspect of her ‘professional
habitus’, that is an unconscious and unexamined value which had been taken for
granted or ‘lived’, rather than having been questioned and rationally thought
through. The point here is that the critical incident file entry made very obvious an
aspect of practice that might benefit from critique. ?

Having seen that there might be an issue, the next stage was to exph:)r_e it
in terms that would shift the problematic from the practical towards the critical,
that is to the educational reasons and personal values that might underlie the
current practice and any subsequent strategic action. So the kind of questions I
asked were:

1 Why did (does) John not finish his work?

2 Why should he finish it?

3 How does he see the tasks demanded of him?

4 Are the tasks the right kind, quality and quantity?

Such questions constitute the kind of ‘reconnaissance’ from_ which action
research sequences are generally entered. To answer the first que‘stlon, the teacher
must systematically monitor, examine and explain John’s behaviour, b?cause one
should not proceed on guesses about motives and causes, but ascertain t_hem as
accurately as the situation will allow. Clearly if John was not completing his w.ork
because he was lazy (the teacher’s explanation at this point), then the appr(')prlat.e
action would be quite different from what it would be were he not completing his
work for the reason that he was hungry, tired, bored or blind. .

The second question had already been raised in a prelimina.r)f fashion, with a
recognition that what she did was a matter of values. Any examination of _values
tends to lead either to an acknowledgement that how things are is necessarily and
immutably how things must be (reification), or that this is how things should and
ought to be (belief). These are important points to arrive at betfause they can l?e
challenged and then worked through to develop an understanding of the way in
which what at first appear to be unchangeable givens often turn out to be rela-
tively local if not personal human choices. At a more complex macro level they
can be seen as social structures of human manufacture, not natural laws of the
material universe. A

Underlying the third question was anothér issue: the fact that the teacher did not
know what John thought about it all confronts the fact that ‘there was an asym-
metry of power between the teacher and the student that limited her (rather than
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his)* knowledge. That was a constraint the teacher placed upon the situation
herself. There was very little John could do about it once the teacher’s mind was
made up and he was labelled ‘lazy’. But it was something the teacher could act
upon unilaterally. A first move towards making any power distribution more equi-
table is to discover the point of view of others, which in this case meant encour-
aging the student to express his view. Even though any single view must be
regarded as a partial, limited and perhaps suspect view of the whole situation, it is
obviously essential information.

The last was more obviously practical, though how it would be answered would
depend entirely upon the answers to the previous three. One can see, then, that the
case | am making is not against practical questions, but that they should come last
rather than first. To set out to answer her original question the teacher not only
needed to look at what she thought the situation was, but also to judge how sure
she was about it and what was the best action to take. That judgement could be
informed by educational theory as well as by her existing craft knowledge.

Just to complete the picture I am trying to build around this case, its actual
history is relevant. The entry was made by a teacher a fortnight into the critical
incident file writing phase of the action research course I was running. Up to that
point this teacher had written nothing in the critical incident file at all. When
asked why this was so, she replied ‘Because nothing has happened yet.” Over the
two weeks we had looked at a number of examples of critical incidents, and we
had gone through a number of different ways of creating critical incident file
items; but this teacher, who had been teaching what was considered to be a diffi-
cult split-grade mixed-ability class full time over the whole period, had noticed
nothing which she considered to be worth writing about. This was a very successful
teacher for whom the classroom had become so utterly routine that she was
teaching on autopilot. Her problematic was entirely practical, but there were so
few practical problems, or they were so trivial, that they went entirely unrecog-
nised. The entry, ‘John didn’t finish his work again today. Must see he learns to
complete what he has begun’ was in fact, the very first entry in this teacher’s
critical incident file, and only produced because I suggested that she write then
and there about something that had amused or annoyed her and she chose the
latter.®

Although the support group thought at first that it was rather an uninteresting,
bland and simple statement, we found it took more than an hour to deal with it in
terms of the four questions asked above. The group demonstrated that teachers
have no difficulty with that kind of analysis though they had never before been
asked to look at teaching in that way. And even if they had, none of them would
normally have been able to find the time to do so: they were, after all, teaching full
time and completing part-time further degrees in education.

What made this case particularly interesting was that the teacher went back to
systematically observe the pattern of events which led to John not completing his
work. The first action plan was thus how to collect more data, not how to solve the
problem in practice, which represents a significant move from the practical.

Careful documentation of this case showed that the teacher was preventing John
from starting anything new until the work begun had been completed. Talking
around the question of why it should be completed we formulated the problem
thus:

In everyday life outside the classroom we continually leave unfinished what
we have begun, so how is it that we enforce upon these students the rule that
they must finish one thing before they can go on to the next? Where did that
rule come from? Why and when is it necessary?

All the teachers in the group realised that the rule came from themselves — it was
part of their professional habitus and taken to be necessary in default of their
never having asked themselves whether it ought to be as it was. Working this
through, however, they saw that it was a largely unnecessary imposition coming
from their own experience of schooling as well as from other agents and social
structures, such as their principal, superintendent, scheduling practices, the
students themselves and probably the community at large. The teacher decided
that the rule she was using was not only unnecessary, but actually counter-
productive in that people should be able to make a number of different starts in
order to discover what they are good at, what they enjoyed doing, what they need
to be able to do, and so on. So the second step taken in the subsequent action
research was that the requirement for John to complete all his work and to do it in
a particular sequence was lifted, and the effects monitored.

In the event, John turned out to be a boy who was not so much ‘plain lazy’ as
easily bored. He had discovered that if he did not complete the work he began at
the beginning of the day, then not only did he not have to do anything else for the
rest of the day, but he was not even allowed to. So he sought all sorts of devious
ways to entertain himself which he found more interesting than trying to complete
set work that he had earlier lost interest in. This finding itself was generalised by
the group to other questions about the hidden curriculum and correspondence
theory, such as the recognition that in their classes students learned to time when
they finished their work precisely so that they struck a balance between not
finishing it (and having to complete it in their own time) and between finishing it
too early (and then not having done it as well as they might, being bored or being
given more).

And on that last point, this example is a good illustration of the way in which
critical incidents can be used to effectively link theory with practice because one
is working in the context of real and immediate practical concerns. On the
one hand, school-work correspondence theory was seen to be relevant to that
teacher’s practice because the situation which it could be used to inform was
perceived by the teacher herself.

But the most important point grasped by all the teachers in the group, was that
what we thought was a good answer to this teacher’s practical problem was in fact
quite different to the one originally sought, because, as is so often the case, the
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situation turned out to be far more complex and value-laden than it had at first
appeared. The answer lay not in finding a means of making John finish his work,
but in a means of balancing what John had to finish (because it was necessary for
him to have done or learnt a particular piece of work), with what John could leave
unfinished, thus enabling the teacher to use the stimulus of a new activity to keep
him interested in working.

Conclusion

I have spent time on this example because it provides an illustration of what is
meant by theorising routine practice in order to improve it. Collecting and
analysing data, examining values, planning a different approach, are all predomi-
nantly theoretical research activities, yet they radically altered what that teacher
actually did in the classroom by altering her view of the location and construction
of the problem. So a valuable outcome of this incident was that it clearly demon-
strated that theoretical analysis, so often disparaged by skilled practitioners, actu-
ally led to a better practical solution: an important attribute for any theory, and
essential for educational theory in particular.

But something yet more important than finding a good problem solution
also happened: in questioning where such values came from, the teacher had to
face not only her own habits, but also the contradictory and hypocritical way
adults demand that children be made to do things they themselves cannot or
do not do; how in such ways school becomes more a place for enculturation
than instruction; and how schooling thus becomes separated from the lived
experience of the society it serves. These ideas are clearly of a socially critical
nature. In facing them and seeking answers the teacher was brought into contact
with Rachel Sharp and Maxine Green, Michael Apple, Henri Giroux and others
who have described and theorised classroom teachers’ far from latent ideological
and culturally reproductive role. Such understanding is clearly crucial to the
personal and professional development of the teacher, and hence to education in
general.

In this way we can see that answers to questions asked by way of theoretical
analysis are logically the basis of action and have the power to radically transform
it through a transformation of the actor’s awareness of the situation. In such
ways teachers can simultaneously begin to question and act upon their habits and
the often self-imposed constraints upon their actions in their own classrooms.
Critical incidents are an excellent means of setting a practical agenda; they
facilitate problematisation through rendering into anecdotal form otherwise unre-
markable aspects of teaching practice and enabling teachers to work on their
own concerns. They can then use action research to change their classroom prac-
tice to align it more closely with the way they come to view it. The coupling of
these two frameworks for thought and action can thus be seen to provide a potent
tool for critique and change of the autopilot routines which so often pass for
successful practice.
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Finally, I would like to note that the analysis I have oftjered in this chapter is but
one way of addressing the politics and contradictions inherent in the nature 'of
eduction as a university discipline that arise from the fact that so many academics
work primarily with the theories of other disciplines rathgr than with fhe actual
practice of educators. Until we can show that we do question the operation of. our
own professional routines, we can hardly ask teachers to listen to our theorisations

of theirs.”
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Interpretation

Creating critical incidents
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Introduction

Most of this book exemplifies the use of critical incidents. In general, I find they
have two major uses: they are an excellent way to develop an increasing under-
standing of and control over professional judgement, and thereby over practice;
and they are also a means of finding a focus for classroom action research.
Unfortunately it is not possible to deal with this second use here, though critical
incidents are constructed in the same way for both uses.

In this chapter I want to concentrate upon the nature of teacher’s professional
critical incidents, dealing particularly with the importance of diagnosis and how it
can become an approach to teaching in its own right. Interpretation is important
because we act according to what we think things mean. It is also the process by
which we render incidents into critical incidents. In Chapters 3 and 4 I shall then
outline some techniques which teachers and researchers have found useful for
analysing incidents. And in the fifth and sixth chapters I shall deal with how to
handle a collection of critical incidents by constructing a critical incident file.

What is critical about a critical incident?

The term ‘critical incident” comes from history where it refers to some event or
situation which marked a significant turning-point or change in the life of a person
or an institution (such as a political party) or in some social phenomenon (indus-
trialisation, a war or some legal negotiations). Being major events, this kind of
critical incident occurs so rarely in a teacher’s lifetime that it alone could not
constitute an adequate basis for a professional research file, particularly one that
is being used to inform on-going educational action research. But highly signifi-
cant events (see, for instance, Incident 53 Spitting or Incident 49: Homework) do
occur and have very important consequences, and so that is one kind of incident
which ought to be included for professional reflection in a critical incident file
(see Woods 1992 and 1993 for an account of this kind of critical incident).

The vast majority of critical incidents, however, are not at all dramatic or
obvious: they are mostly straightforward accounts of very commonplace events

.;
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that occur in routine professional practice which are crit'ical in the rather different
sense that they are indicative of underlying trer?ds, motives fmd structures. Thes;
incidents appear to be ‘typical’ rather than ‘cn‘t_lcal’ at ﬁ.rst 51g.ht,. but are renderg
critical through analysis. An example of this kind of cntlc'al 1'nc1denl has alrea Z
been presented (Incident 2: Settling down ?). It was an 1.nc1dent Yv‘hlch. pgzse
entirely unnoticed when it occurred, but \'avhlch was Tnade into a critical incident
by what was subsequently seen in and wrm.en about 1t.. ek

There are thus two stages to the creation of a critical mcnd?nt: first, some
phenomenon is observed and noted, which produf:es' a descr[ptlon of wh;t
happened. This could be called the production of an }ncgdent,'whlch can then. e
explained (so we have ‘what’ and ‘why’). The cx.'xtxcal incident ls'created by seeing
the incident as an example of a category in a wider, usually social, context.

For example, this observation is an incident:

Incident 8: Permission

Mary raised her right hand. After about a minute her teacher nolice‘d, and
asked her what she wanted. Mary asked if she could sharpen her pencil.

It is a description of what was observed. It is 1:10t an explar?ation because it d‘;)es
not say why this exchange took place at all. ‘It is the way chllfh'en are suppose }:c
ask the teacher if they can do things’ explains it, and ‘Mary is conforming to the
rule’ tells us what is signified by it. But all this is still at the concrete level of the
particular incident. To create a critical incident one wou!d have to say wpat
the incident meant, which means moving out of the immgdllate context in Wth-h
the incident occurred. For instance, one might see that raising her hand to ask if
she could sharpen her pencil meant that she was not al!owed to decide such
matters for herself in that class, and that in turn was indicative of the power struc-
ture of the classroom: it was one that made her in some respects dependent upo’n
the teacher’s rather than her own judgement and authority. And of course, Mefxy. s
classroom is contextualised by the school system which is conl?xtuallsu% within
the local district which is contextualised within the wid?r national soc}ety. At
each of those levels, the significance of the original incident (Mary raised her
hand) will become more general: schools teach children to‘ acceptia{u_i erend on
the authority of the state rather than on themselves anq tpelr own 1mt1.anv‘e‘ 1
I have tried to schematise one way of creating a critical m.cxdent in Figure 1.
Perhaps the most obvious thing to note about this is that 1here. isa sequenceil tct) :::
analysis: it is only possible to suggest what an event means if we kno;lv :iv ai -
event was (i.e. if we have described it). Similarly, it is ;nly pstses)l(llale to find am
ning if we know what it means in its specific co g :
gerllte ElaT;zaan i%nportant aspect of professional practice to act from a csns@;qec}
and justifiable values position. In this case, both. t‘he explanator?/ anfi the cr‘li 1(:;:
questions should enable us to arrive at a position sucl} as,_ I think st;ll e;n S
should be more responsible for their behaviour in school’ which may well then
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Mary raised her hand and
asked to sharpen her pencil.

Describe
/ incident.
Suggest
explanation and —

meaning within

Incident

Itis the way she is Supposed

4 to ask the teacher if she can
the immediate do so.
context.
It means Mary is conforming
I to the rule that in this class
children are not allowed to
Critical Find a more decide for themselves when
incident general meaning to sharpen their pencils.

and classification/
significance of
incident.

It is an example of the limits to
student autonomy, initiative
and responsibility that exit in
schools.

Position: | think students
should be more responsible
for their behaviour in shcool.

Figure | Creating a critical incident.

make a teacher decide to let children decide for themselves when to sharpen
their pencil.

Another feature shown by the figure is that ‘the analysis’ actually consists of
several different kinds of analysis. All analysis involves breaking a complex
structure into its simpler constituent parts in order to better understand its nature
and composition, and what kind of analysis one uses depends upon what aspects
one is interested in understanding, which in turn depends upon the purposes of the
analysis. In Figure 2 I have named the kinds of analysis that I have used here
according to the kinds of information that [ want, and hence the kinds of questions
that I would ask about the incident, [ have then grouped these kinds of analysis
into four sections because they are associated with different kinds of professional
judgement which I have called practical, diagnostic, reflective and critical. These
terms are dealt with in more detail in Chapter 9. In each kind I have emphasised
the importance of considering the people involved.

I recovered these kinds of analysis from an examination of my critical incident
analyses. I use the terms for the four kinds of judgement also as superordinates for
the kinds of analysis involved in producing them, talking about ‘diagnostic analysis’

_L‘
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Kinds of analysis
{(ind ol Questions asked People involved
Jjudgement roquired.
Procedural What should | do? | For and/or with
Practical How? whom?
= When? Where?
Descriptive What happened? Who was involved?
Causal What made it Who acted?
happen?
Effectual What does it do? For whom?
S
Affectual What does it feel For whom?
like?
Semantic What does it mean? | To whom?
Explanatory Why did (does) it With whom?
occur?
ke i like it?
Personal Do | like it? ; Do others
Reflective Evaluative Is it a good thing? For whom?
Justificatory Why?
ificatol What is it an Whosg '
Critical s example of? classification?
Social Is it just? For whom?

Figure 2 Kinds of judgement and analysis.

for instance to refer to the co-ordinated use of' descriptive, causal, effectual, sema;:nc
and explanatory analysis. Of course, it is not possible or necessary to get :‘111th at
information about every incident: some will be more appropriate than others

depending upon the incident and the purpose of the analysis. A‘s this l_)ookf demon-
strates, I do not take these questions as a formula, though to use it as a list of sugges-
i i itical incidents.
tions may help when learning to create critical inci e ¢
Returning now to our original point, Figure 1 shows that the mc?dem 'ltiel‘f
(Mary raising her hand) was not “critical’ in any way in Fhe c9ntext in wh}xlc i
occurred; on the contrary, it was wholly routine. To be 'crmcal, it h.ad to be sl own
to have a more general meaning and to ind’icate something else of. importance mda
wider context. Thus one can see that critical incidents are not simply observed,
they are literally created. e .
Just to expand on that idea, the point is that incidents only become crmca}
because someone sees them as such. This is really just another aspect o
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awareness that was dealt with as ‘problematic’ in Chapter 1. We always operate
with a habitual view of what is critical and what is not. Most of us would see an
incident in which the roof collapsed or a student swore at us and overturned a
table as critical because they are so entirely contrary to our ideas of safety and
how students should behave in class, But if we expected roofs to collapse and
thought such student behaviour was OK and it happened every day, we would not
see either incident as ‘critical’. Thus it was that the teacher who always had one
music prize for the girls and another for the boys did not see her giving my
daughter the girls’ prize as critical in any way. On the contrary, it was a normal
part of her routine. It was only when the child’s response was analysed in detail
that it became clear that the event was significant and should be questioned.

The point is that everything that happens is a potential critical incident: we just
have to analyse it critically to make it one. The counsellor officer who tends to sit
in the same place (in front of or behind his desk) when interviewing parents, can
consider the effects on any routine interview. The adult literacy teacher who
always asks students to write about themselves first, can consider that with refer-
ence to an individual or/and a whole class. The Deputy Principal who keeps staff
informed through general notices and personal written notes, can analyse that.
The teacher who likes to ‘have a laugh’ with the students, can critique that.

Those kinds of routines are not single incidents, but are nevertheless composed of
a succession of them. A teacher who habitually brings her students out to sit on the
mat at the front of the class when she wants them all to listen to her, and sits them at
their tables when she wants them to write, has a routine. But that routine is just a
repetition of what is, to all intents and purposes, the same incident, and the routine
can therefore be critiqued in exactly the same way as can a single incident of things
happening according to that routine. Because critical incidents should question the
way things normally operate, those which deal with the minutiae of routine practices
are therefore by far the most common, and the majority of the writing is subsequent
analysis rather than dramatic narrative accounts of exceptional events,

Diagnostic teaching

One of the problems of presenting a method is that people may be left with the
impression that they have to do all or none of it. This is not the case here, for there
are many different ways in which critical incidents can be used on their own in

everyday teaching. The skill of diagnosis is one of them. I want to show here how

meaning of the incidents rather than on our experience of the incidents them-
selves. The main reason for using ‘interpretation’ to make this distinction is that
it indicates the construction and choice of meaning, and it therefore appropriately
carries the idea that a transformation of experience occurs when one renders
teaching practices into discourse,

| ——
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‘Interpretation’ also seems appropriate for the ‘creation _and analysis of cr'itlcal
incidents in teaching because of its associations with what is often c'alled the. inter-
pretive approach in the sociology of education. Ir}terpretwe sociology aims to
produce micro-analytic accounts of the everydﬁy in te\rrns. of hoyv participants
receive, perceive, create and negotiate their ‘reatlxty_’, which is preasely' what. on.e
does in the analysis of critical incidents. The point is that how one agts in an inci-
dent, what one learns from it and the judgements one makes about it, all depend
upon interpretation. To explain this it is necessary to look rather more_closely at
what is meant by interpretation in the context of an approach tq teachmg. There
are many different kinds of interpretation, but I want to illustrate just one interpre-

ion, ‘di sis’.2 S
tat;;";; ::’fi:r(:mate that diagnosis has associations with disease., b’ecau§e in x?s
wider sense ‘to diagnose’ means, ‘to identify by careful observaugn R a.dl.agnosm
being a ‘distinctive characterisation in precise.terms’ (Oxford English chtzana.ry)i
But diagnosis also involves explanation by inference: one looks at .the physical
manifestations (or ‘symptoms’) and infers their causes. To term a high tempere_l—
ture ‘a fever’ is not a diagnosis; to see that a fever is being caused by flu or rvala.na
is; identification of the disease through inference from the s'ymptm'n§ explains thf-:
occurrence of the fever. Accurate diagnosis is so important in medicine becguse it
is a serious mistake to treat the symptoms of the disease rather than the disease

i o treat the wrong disease. : :
ltsle)lﬁigo;ct)sis works in mfch the same way in teaching and 'is just as important.
One can call one’s interpretation ‘a diagnosis’ when there is reason to be r‘ela—
tively sure that one has identified the cause or causes of a phenomenon. Consider
this incident:

Incident 9: Bad behaviour

Matthew kept messing around in our silent reading period, ﬁdge‘ting, getting
up, talking to himself and others. I'm fed up with his bad behavmur. Telling
him off doesn’t work for long. I'm really going to try to do something about
it next time.

To term ‘talking during silent reading’ ‘bad behaviour’ is not a dlagnosls} and to
treat the ‘bad behaviour’ without trying to discover its causes can be })oﬂl ineffec-
tive and harmful. Yet, contrary to medicine, lack of a diagnosis or an incorrect opz
seldom shows in teaching because it is possible to treat the sympto'ms :;vn
apparent success. The difficulty is that punishing a.student for bad b'ehav?mfr fzeci
usually make the bad behaviour disappear. But if the bafl l?ehawour is in .
an understandable response to an underlying pr9b1em, it 1s. a symptom ob g
problem, not the problem itself. If the student is then. Pumshed for the z
behaviour, the symptom will often disappear but the o.ngmal problem ma]):h u:
compounded, perhaps with the addition of carefully hldd.en resentm:nt. o
traditional approaches to discipline often mean that suppression or transform
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of the symptoms of underlying problems that may be preventing learning is actu-
ally seen as successful classroom management. That view may account for diag-
nostic expertise not having become a professional ability generally expected of
teachers.

Another reason that teachers are not taught to diagnose their practice is that the
difficulty of diagnosis is immeasurably greater in teaching than in medicine
because students can choose which symptoms to display, when and where and to
what degree, and even whether to display any symptoms at all. This means that
symptoms of a problem may or may not be made manifest to the teacher, and that
if they are, they may be made to appear in quite different ways by different
students, and in different ways by the same student on different occasions.’ This
is very important because it means that accurate observation of phenomena alone
is not a sufficient basis on which to judge the best action to take. As in medicine,
what teachers do should depend more on their understanding of the cause of a
phenomenon than on the manifestation of the phenomenon itself. Which is the
reason for dealing with incidents critically.

Tempting as it is to see diagnosis as an objective matter of facts, it is important
to remember that all diagnosis is interpretation, which means that one has to
construct and choose a meaning from among several possible meanings.* These
aspects are well-displayed in the ‘translation’ of languages: interpretation is
necessary because the equivalent words of different languages do not have
precisely the same meanings.® So in teaching, interpretation is necessary because
there is never a single Wway to categorise an incident, action or situation. Itisa
characteristic of the professions that interpretation is something each member
does for him- or herself, even if the judgements of colleagues are sought and taken
into account. Interpretation is also a matter of one’s taking a “position’ on some-
thing. ‘We interpret this as a threat’, is a<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>