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The purpose of this essay will be to critically evaluate the theories of operant conditioning (Skinner, 1948) and social learning theory (Bandura, 1977) in relation to an observed critical incident (Tripp, 1993). The essay will also discuss the role of critical reflection in teaching. At the end of the essay there will be reflection on the critical incident where the next steps are identified. Finally, there will be a conclusion summarising the approach taken and discussing the role of the reflective practitioner in Wales. 

“A critical incident is an interpretation of the significance of an event” (Tripp, 1993, p. 8). A critical incident does not have to be negative or even a huge event but is typically something unanticipated. To become critical the underlying concepts of the event are analysed. It only becomes a critical incident if someone interprets it as one. Tripp outlined two steps to reflect on critical incidents. The first is to observe and describe the details of the event. Secondly, the teacher must reflect on why the event happened. Existing theories are used to develop an understanding of the event so that the best steps to respond to the incident can be considered. The benefits of this are to help a teacher develop their understanding of their own teaching methods and to develop their own teaching (Joshi, 2018).  

In recent years there have been significant changes to teaching in Wales with a new curriculum and strategies for higher standards. Welsh Government (2021) in the National Strategy for Educational Research and Enquiry stress the importance of teaching methods being governed by strong evidence from research as a key part of education reform. They noted that previous reports had described a significant failure of educational research in Wales. As part of the new professional standards outlined by Welsh Government (2017, p. 10) they list “Know how to use evidence and research to improve my practice” and emphasise the importance of reflection. 

Critical reflection is an important part of teaching as it has become more important over time for teachers to use evidence and research-based techniques. Orchard and Winch (2015) described the ideal teacher as someone who could use theory and research with empirical evidence to help them with their actions in the classroom. They do not rely on scientifically unsubstantiated feelings. Farrell (2012) describes reflection as a way for teachers to understand where they are at that moment and where they need to go next. 

Dewey (1933) stressed the importance of deep reflection and analysis on all existing knowledge and beliefs regarding teaching. Dewey listed five stages necessary for reflection. They can occur in different orders. The first is Suggestion, where solutions for something problematic are devised. Guiding Idea is something that leads observation and information collection in the form of a hypothesis. There is also Intellectualisation where the challenge experienced is thought of as something to be solved. Reasoning uses ideas to expand on the hypothesis developed by reflection. Finally, there is Hypothesis Testing where in reality or in imagination the final hypothesis is tested. The basics of the guide from Dewey are for teachers to use evidence to analyse events and then use this to think of a way to respond. Dewey did not want teachers to solely rely on shallow thoughts and feelings. 

Schön (1987) built on the ideas of Dewey (1933) by considering reflection whilst doing something in comparison to after. Farrell (2012) linked his theory of reflection-in-action towards teaching. His theory of reflection-in-action suggests there are sequences that take place when a teacher tries to deal with an issue. First something noteworthy happens and the teacher goes towards a routine response. However, this routine response does not produce the same response as it usually does. The teacher must then experiment on the spot and will try something to deal with the problem. Using this experience, the teacher can then think of strategies to move forward. Farrell (2012) believes that their theories stress the importance of evidence-based reflection. 

Another model of reflective practice comes from Brookefield (1995). He listed four lenses for teachers to engage with when participating in reflection. This is so teachers can reflect on their teaching from different viewpoints such as from research, pupils, and peers as well as their own. The first lens is the autobiographical. Here the experiences of the teacher themselves are considered so that they can change aspects of their own teaching based off reflection on their own thoughts, feedback, journals, and goals. The second lens is the students’ eyes. This is using a variety of sources related to the perspective of the learners to understand aspects of their teaching that may need to be developed. The next lens is our colleagues’ experiences. Fellow practitioners can provide advice and solutions from a place of experience and also offer support. The final lens is theoretical literature. This provides evidence based strategies and improves the knowledge of the teacher.   

The school, staff and pupils observed will be kept anonymous in accordance with BERA guidelines. 

The critical incident took place in a mixed-gender Welsh medium primary school based in Llansamlet, Swansea. The school has roughly 525 pupils between 3 and 11 years old. Ten percent of the pupils come from a Welsh speaking home (Estyn, 2018). Only a small number of pupils come from an ethnic minority background. Twenty-two pupils have been identified has having additional learning needs. Roughly seventeen percent of pupils were eligible for free school meals which is a lot less than the national average of eighteen percent. There are seventeen classes in the school with one mixed-age and two nursery classes.  The school is a pioneer school and therefore worked closely with the Welsh Government to develop the new curriculum. On the last Estyn report the school scored “Good” on all areas. Promotion of Welshness and personal development were highlighted as strengths. Overall, the pupils were found to be happy to attend the school and had good behaviour. The pupils were found to make good progress and achievement in their journey throughout the school. It was reported that a majority of pupils had great pride in their use of Welsh and their use of language was confident. The development of mathematical skills was also found to be good. 

 The lesson observed was a year two mathematics lesson (Appendices 1). The incident occurred during the afternoon at roughly twenty-five past one in the afternoon with about half the lesson having passed at this point. There were less pupils than usual as some left to do music lessons. 

The different sections of the class were differentiated during the lesson. One group was working with the teacher at the front of the class on the carpet. They were learning about money and working with coins. The other two groups were working at their desks. One group was given sheets of paper with a racetrack that had the start and finish labeled. They were given paper cut outs of cars with placements written on them such as first and last and had to order them correctly on the track. The final group was given a black and white drawing of a car and had to colour the picture and write five statements about the type of car they had created.  

Whilst observing this last group it was noticed that one learner would occasionally use an English language word in the middle of a Welsh language sentence. The pupil said one of the sentences they were planning on writing about their car “Mae fy car yn digon fawr am yr holl family”.  The pupil sitting next to them then corrected them on the Welsh equivalent word indicating that “teulu” was the Welsh word for “family”. The second time this occurred the teacher noticed and praised the learner for this. Later in the lesson the same thing happened again, and this was also met with praise from the teacher. Discussions with the teacher revealed that other pupils in the class corrected English to Welsh as well. Although, during the brief period of observing that group only the one incident was noticed.

The aspect highlighted as the critical incident is that a learner, unprompted by the teacher, corrected the pupil sitting next to them on their Welsh. This is viewed as a positive critical incident. As outlined previously, the Welsh language is very important to the ethos of the school. Whilst it can be expected for a year two pupil to forget the Welsh version of a word, particularly with the majority of the school coming from English language homes, it is notable that a pupil took it upon themselves to show the correct way of doing something. 

Donaldson (2015) in his review of the Welsh curriculum outlined four purposes that should guide and underpin the new 2022 Welsh curriculum. The four purposes are that all children and young people will be enterprising, creative contributors; ambitious, capable learners; ethical, informed citizens and they will be healthy, confident individuals. As well these titles there are points that go into more depth about what is required to meet those descriptions. Several of these points link to the critical incident. The ambitious, capable learners purpose has an elaborated point that says learners “can communicate effectively in different forms and settings, using both Welsh and English” (Donaldson, 2015, p. 29).  The critical incident clearly shows ability in communication using Welsh and English. Another link to the four purposes and the critical incident is found in the enterprising, creative contributors purpose. One of the elaborated points states “give of their energy and skills so that other people will benefit”. The learner took it upon themselves to help the pupil they were sitting next to with Welsh terminology. This had no obvious benefit to themselves and was done whilst working on their own worksheet. 

The critical incident inspired research into behaviour management in the classroom and particularly the repetition of positive behaviour. The behavioural psychology theories of operant conditioning (Skinner, 1948) and social learning theory (Bandura, 1977) were identified as possible explanations. 

Skinner (1948) created his theory of operant conditioning to express the idea that future behaviour can be predicted by the response received to a particular behaviour. Skinner placed a rat in a box and presented various responses to different behaviours. For the purposes of this essay, we will only look at the increase of positive behaviour. If the rat did something that Skinner wanted the rat to do again, he gave it a reward (food). Initially the rat accidentally hit a lever that released a food pellet. Eventually the rat realised that if they hit the lever the food pellet would be released. This was positive reinforcement. When given a positive reinforcer after a desired behaviour, Skinner found that the rat was more likely to repeat that behaviour in future. 

This study is relevant to the critical incident because the teacher praised the learner for their behaviour. This praise acts as a positive reinforcer to the learner and then they are more likely to repeat the behaviour of correcting someone on their use of English instead of Welsh in future. It is possible that in a previous lesson the teacher had praised the learner for correcting someone and this led to an increase in the chance of them correcting again in the future. 

An issue with using the work of Skinner and applying it to children is that Skinner studied animals. Animals have different physiology to humans and therefore it is impossible to generalise the findings of an animal study to humans. However, there have been many studies afterwards that have studied use of operational conditioning with human participants and for children in a classroom. 

Rafi et al. (2020) performed a scoping review on twenty-four studies examining the use of positive reinforcement to deal with undesired behaviour in the classroom. Forty one percent of these looked at the use of praise. They found that operant conditioning could be effectively used in the classroom. A strength of this study is the large number of studies used. This means a larger number of participants chosen by different researchers were included and this reduces the risk of errors in results from biased or flawed samples. Another strength is the use of a strict eligibility criteria. 657 studies were initially identified before being narrowed down to the final twenty-four. One good criterion used to increase the strength of the included studies was only using studies from the last ten years. This led to using studies that were up to date on the latest findings in the area. 

Whilst operational conditioning may be an explanation for part of the critical incident, it does not explain how the learner knew to correct the behaviour in the first place. Social learning theory may explain this element of the critical explanation. 

Bandura (1977) created social learning theory as a development of previous theories such as operant conditioning. The theory suggests that people can learn behaviours by observing others and that children especially are influenced by role model figures. Children witnessing behaviour from a role model will remember that behaviour and repeat it in future. The child is more likely to repeat an observed behaviour if the role model shares similarities to them. These similarities are things such as gender or appearance. Once the child has repeated the behaviour Bandura brings in operant conditioning into his theory. If the behaviour is positively reinforced, then they will be more likely to repeat the behaviour in future.  

Bandura et al. (1961) demonstrated this in an experiment using a bobo doll and several participants in different conditions. He placed thirty-six boys and thirty-six girls between the ages of three and six into three groups of twenty-four participants. In the first condition they were shown a video where an adult was very aggressive to a three-foot-tall doll. Those in the second condition were shown a video where the adult quietly played in an unaggressive way. The final group were not shown any video and acted as the control group. Later, the children were taken to a room with toys and a bobo doll. Those who were shown the video with an aggressive role model were significantly more likely to behave aggressively themselves.  

Bandura (1965) then expanded on this with a similar study. This time all three conditions were shown a video with an aggressive role model, but the difference was in how the role model was rewarded at the end. In one video the role model was rewarded, in the second they were punished and in the third there was neither punishment nor reward. The aggressiveness of the children increased with the level of positive reinforcement for the aggressiveness in the video. 

A reason social learning theory improves on operant conditioning is that it places more emphasis on the importance of cognitive factors, rather than just behavioural ones. The child thinks about what they have observed and repeats it later in the correct context, rather than immediately repeating it. This means thought needs to occur between the instances. Bandura identified four cognitive processes that occur in this process. The first is attention. Only something that is paid attention to can be repeated. Secondly there is retention. The behaviour that is paid attention to also needs to be memorable. The next process is reproduction. The ability to reproduce the behaviour is necessary. Finally, motivation. Without desire to repeat the behaviour there would be no point in repeating it. Part of this is to compare the rewards and costs of repeating the behaviour. The children in the third group had the first three processes but not the motivation. 

Horsburgh and Ippolito (2018) provided support for this aspect in an educational setting. They interviewed five clinical teachers and six final year medical students and found awareness of the benefits of modelling. They did not design their questions around the four processes described by Bandura but found the answers from the participants fit that model well as attention, retention, reproduction, and motivation were key themes in the answers. This theory explains the witnessed critical incident. The learner would have very likely observed the teacher correcting either another child or the learner themselves for not using a Welsh term in the past. The learner views the teacher as a role model and then when they notice an opportunity to repeat the behaviour, they do it. The teacher then praises the learner for this desired behaviour, and this increases the chance of the learner repeating the behaviour in future. The four cognitive processes are all applicable to the critical incident. Attention is very likely as the teacher would regularly be speaking at the front to the entire classroom. Retention is also likely, especially if the teacher is regularly correcting the use of Welsh. As a learner in a Welsh medium school, it is very likely they would possess the ability to reproduce the behaviour and correct English words into Welsh. Motivation would come from seeking the approval of the teacher. 

Bandura devised social learning theory in the sixties and seventies. Therefore, the applicability of his theory to modern generations can be questioned. Cilliers (2021) researched how social media and social learning theory impacted modern “Generation Z” learners. With a sample of 139 participants aged between 15 and 20 years old they found that there was a strong preference for using online social learning tools, but that social learning was a well-liked method of learning. 

One reason social learning theory may not be applicable to a child in a classroom is that the role model Bandura used had no interaction with the child and was a stranger. This is unlike the relationship a teacher would have with a learner. However, several studies have also built on the work of Bandura and examined social learning theory in the classroom. Yancey et al. (2002) studied 749 people aged between twelve and seventeen years old for presence and effect of role models. There was significant association between positive role models and improved school performance. 

A study from Hurd et al. (2009) also provides support for social learning theory. They studied 659 American fourteen-year-olds to see if a positive role model could lessen the negative impact of a negative adult role model. Results demonstrated that the presence of role models led to more positive outcomes of behaviour in the future and that they did provide a protective effect. 

Maric et al. (2017) wrote an article in the Bulgarian Journal of Science and Education Policy where they discussed modern research on social learning theory in education. They stated that social learning theory was most applicable in education and something that could have a major influence over the development of both positive and negative behaviours in a child. 

I believe that due to the empirical evidence and high regard the theory is held in both the scientific and educational communities, social learning theory offers a likely explanation for the critical incident. 
Upon reflection of the critical incident and the discussed theories there are several points to take away. 

Having studied the important role of critical reflection in teaching I will also keep in mind the different models of reflection and research further into others. This will help develop my own ability to reflect. The four lenses identified by Brookefield (1995) will be beneficial for my reflection in future. I will use the different perspectives that can be analysed to give myself the best chance of developing the best strategies for dealing with and responding to incidents that arise both in terms of in action reflection, when the incident is happening, and for on action reflection, after the incident has happened. With the heavy emphasis placed on reflection and use of evidence this is the most important of the four lenses for my own development. 

Using Brookefield (1995) to reflect on the critical incident there has been strong focus on the fourth lens, theoretical literature. One of the main purposes of the essay was to address the theory behind the critical incident and to provide empirical evidence supporting the theories. This was done by bringing in seminal work and also modern research that has built off those ideas. As demonstrated previously, the Welsh Government (2021) has put a heavy focus on teachers being research led in their methods and development.  

In future I could use my time in educational setting to reflect on the second and third lens. My personal understanding of the second lens, the students’ eyes, regarding the critical incident could be developed by discussing with pupils what they find best when learning positive behaviour from the teacher. The third lens, our colleagues’ experiences, can be brought in by simply asking mentors and other teachers what their experience with modelling behaviour as the teacher is and their best ways of doing this effectively. Finally, for the first lens, the autobiographical, I could draw upon my own experiences as a learner and consider behaviour that was modelled to me. The times it was effective and the times it was not. 
Dewey (1933) and his emphasis on deep reflection and use of evidence is a large part of the purpose behind the study of this critical incident. One of the five aspects Dewey described was Hypothesis Testing. Using what I have researched based on the critical incident I will test what I have learned in practical settings. 

It was beneficial to witness a positive critical incident that demonstrated a model of good teaching. Observing and reflecting on this critical incident will help to model and develop my own teaching. Regarding my own personal and professional development, the exploration into social learning theory (Bandura, 1977) was beneficial. Knowing the impact a role model can have on the behaviour and development of a child means I will have to be mindful of my own behaviour when teaching and interacting with learners. For next steps it would be beneficial to research into and to reinforce my understanding of how to be the best role model as a teacher. Using evidence-based studies depicting the best methods I would then practice these in my teaching experiences. 

I will also be mindful of reinforcement and the theory of operant conditioning (Skinner, 1948). Whilst the focus of the research into the theory behind the critical incident went towards social learning theory it would still be beneficial to keep the knowledge of operant conditioning in mind. Not only for positive reinforcement but for negative reinforcement as well. These concepts have clear implications in the field of education. Repetition of desired behaviour as one but also for responding to undesired behaviour and for creating or using reward systems. It would be beneficial to perform further research into operant condition for aspects of education outside of the critical incident. Again, I would practice these methods and then reflect on them for my own development. 

The purpose of this assignment was to critically evaluate behavioural theories in relation to an observed critical incident. There was a discussion of operant conditioning (Skinner, 1948) and then a focus on social learning theory (Bandura, 1977). It was decided that social learning theory provided the best theoretical explanation for the critical incident. As well as discussion of these theories and their relation to the critical incident there was intent to provide empirical evidence for these theories. My personal takeaway from this was to be mindful of myself as a role model of behaviour when in front of a classroom and when interacting with learners. The essay outlined the importance and emphasis that is now placed on teachers being research led practitioners. Furthermore, there was discussion on critical reflection and models of reflective practice. Three models were focused on which provided different but connected ways of reflection. These were Dewey (1933), Schön (1987), and Brookefield (1995). This part of the essay demonstrated the benefit of using these models for assessing incidents and for personal development as a teacher in the future.  

This approach of reflection and use of empirical evidence was important with consideration to the previously discussed education reform in Wales. The professional standards (Welsh Government, 2017, p.10) emphasised the importance of this style of being a teacher. Following these guidelines identified will ensure teachers in Wales will reach their full potential and provide the best education possible for learners now and in the future. 
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