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

Arguably, one of the most important areas of teaching practice is the ability to evaluate one’s own practice and performance. This is often done through the use of reflective models (Gibbs, 1988; Kolb et al., 2001; Rolfe et al., 2001). Generally, these models involve taking an experience and reflecting upon the experience through research or prior knowledge, including looking at the other possible actions or solutions that could have been used in the situation. A conclusion is then drawn as to what would have improved the experience and, in some models, an action plan is drawn up to deal with similar situations in the future. These reflection models can be most useful in teaching practice when examining a critical incident (Tripp, 2012); an insignificant moment which is made significant through exploration. This can help teachers to reflect on their own performance and further improve themselves. 

This essay will focus on a critical incident taken from an observation in a classroom. It will examine the incident itself and the methodology before looking in depth at 3 possible solutions to the issues that the incident highlights. This research will be used to form a conclusion, detailing possible alternatives to the situation witnessed in the incident. This will be used in conjunction with the teacher standards for Wales and Professor Donaldson’s Successful Futures (2015) for me to devise an action plan to best inform and develop my own personal teaching practice.  

The critical incident I observed took place in a two-form entry primary school in an affluent area of Cardiff. The school includes a nursery and two specialist provision units for pupils with severe and complex needs. There are 523 pupils on the school roll as of 2018, 64 of these pupils being part-time students of the nursery (Estyn, 2018). 8% of pupils are eligible for free school meals and 9% are identified as having additional learning needs (ALN), both of which are well below the national average for Wales (Estyn, 2018). A third of the pupils are from ethnic minorities and a quarter speak English as an additional language (EAL) (Estyn, 2018). It is classified as a ‘Green School’ and has been assigned an ‘A’ for improvement by the National School Categorisation System in Wales (Welsh Government, 2019). This means that the school needs little support to improve itself and has a high capacity to help to improve other schools. Estyn categorised the school as ‘good’ in all categories (Estyn, 2018). The incident took place in one of the reception classes of the school, where children were aged 4-5 years old. For this essay, the school name and any pupil names will be omitted in order to ensure anonymity in accordance with BERA’s 2018 guidelines (BERA, 2018). 

When choosing material for analysis, it was important that the right methodology was used. The chosen methodology was a non-participant observation; the researcher was in the room as a passive observer watching the lesson take place.  This was an appropriate method for several reasons. Firstly, it allows the researcher to make judgements for themselves based on body language and non-verbal communication as well as the verbal communication of the pupils and teacher. This gives the researcher a much better overview of the behaviours as there is a chance that subtle movements such as fidgeting (the insignificance of which is characteristic of a critical incident (Tripp, 2012)) would be missed on a video playback (Allen, 2017). Furthermore, it was important that observations were carried out by non-participants as opposed to participants because this allowed an element of objectivity. There were no emotional attachments between the researcher and the class or pupils, so any specific incidents spotted were not influenced by bias and open to objective reflection (Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2002). It should be noted, however, that the methodology did have its limitations. The primary limitation was the risk of the ‘Hawthorne Effect’ (Adair, 1984). This effect outlines the idea that people change their behaviour when they are aware that they are being observed. This is likely to be an issue in a primary classroom however, from an ethical perspective, it is important that the children are aware that they are being observed so they are able to consent and raise any objections they may have (Adair, 1984; McCambridge, Witton & Elbourne, 2014). Whilst the Hawthorne Effect is a definite limitation to the methodology, the ethical considerations of working with children outweighed the possible slight behaviour changes that the pupils may exhibit. 

Once the observation was carried out, the findings were used to form a case study; where one specific incident is explored in depth (Wyse et al., 2016). Similar to the observation method, the case study method of analysis also has strengths and limitations. A case study allows behaviour to be examined in a real-life situation which is significantly preferable to controlled lab studies where behaviour could be influenced by the false and unfamiliar situation (Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2002). It also allows a more in-depth analysis to focus in on one group or one pupil as opposed to comparing large numbers of pupils to one another (Kumar, 2019). However, real-life nature of a case study fails to control for extraneous variables, so it is impossible to say exactly what causes any behaviours witnessed (Kumar, 2019). Within the case study, a critical incident was selected to explore in further depth. A critical incident is a moment or an event that is initially mundane, but, through exploration, a judgement is formed surrounding the observed incident (Tripp, 2012). It is this incident that will be outlined next in the essay and will then be looked at in further depth. 

The incident itself took place in an observation of a reception class (see appendix 1). It surrounded a pupil (pupil X) who had a diagnosis of Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD). He was non-verbal and had a 1:1 support assistant with him at all times. The boy was included in the class but during the carpet time in the observed morning session, he was kept at the back of the room with his 1:1. He was not engaging in the work of the rest of the class or interacting with his classmates. Rather, he was left to play with the tap and the water in the sink or was bounced on the knee of his 1:1 support assistant who was sat on a chair at the back of the room. This observation made me question how he was benefitting being in the classroom. Was it really the best place for him to be?  Or was there a way to keep him in the classroom but engage him in the teaching that the other children were benefitting from? 

Pupil X not being fully integrated into the classroom does breach several of the 4 purposes of the new curriculum for Wales, as suggested by professor Graham Donaldson (Donaldson, 2015).  Firstly, Donaldson proposed that schools should aim to ensure that all pupils leave school as ambitious, capable learners. If pupil X is not fully integrated into lessons, it is unlikely that he will engage fully in the teaching and take on board vital skills for learning (Wang and Degol, 2014). Consequently, it is possible that pupil X would not leave school as a capable learner if he is not engaging in the learning material. 

Furthermore, Donaldson proposed that by the time they leave school, all pupils should be healthy, confident individuals (Donaldson, 2015). If pupil X is kept at the back of the room, he is not taking part in group discussions of collaborative learning techniques. Without this vital socialisation, it is possible that the pupil will be lacking in confidence as the social world is vital to developing confidence in a child (Barrell, 2010). This, again, directly goes against Donaldson’s curriculum purpose that all children should leave as confident individuals.  

Finally, Donaldson put forward that pupils should become ethical, informed citizens through their schooling (Donaldson, 2015). This incident goes against this purpose in several ways. If pupil X is clearly segregated from his classmates, the other children in the class will see him as different, as he is treated differently and they will consequently mimic this, also treating pupil X differently. Influential psychologist Vygotsky concluded that the disability of a child is only as limiting as others see it to be (Vygotsky, cited in Gindis, 1999). If children are all treated the same, research has found that they do not see disability as a significant difference (Nevile, 2007). Thus, if a child with a disability is excluded, his classmates could potentially be less accepting of disability and less ethically informed. Furthermore, this purpose specifies that children should leave as citizens of society. If pupil X is not integrated into society in its earliest form (in the classroom society), it is unlikely that he is being prepared to be a citizen in Wales and the rest of the world upon leaving school. I will next look at the literature and key theories surrounding the main themes and learning strategies in this incident. 

Whilst it could be argued that pupil X will be able to learn at his own pace, allowing him not to engage in the lesson content conflicts with the behaviourist theory of learning. First proposed as a theory by Watson (1913), it suggested that children learn best through the association of a stimulus with a response (classical conditioning) (Pavlov, 1902). It was further developed by Skinner (1938) who developed operant conditioning; learning occurs through the association between a stimulus and a consequence through reinforcement. This reinforcement can be both positive and negative so will consequently either increase or discourage a behaviour. According to the theory of behaviourism, pupil X would need to be engaging in the learning in order to gain positive or negative reinforcement and for learning to occur. However, behaviourism has been widely criticised as it is primarily based on animal studies and it does not allow for free will and personal choice (Stewart, 2012). 

It is evident that, in this incident, pupil X is not learning to his full potential away from his peers, but this leads to the question of what the possible alternatives are for him. Firstly, there is the option of specialist provision units. Literature has argued that education for ASD is best provided in an environment where the curriculum can be arranged around that child, and that specialist provision allows a tailor made experience with smaller classes and more teacher attention for each pupil (Barnard, 2000; Jindal-Snape et al., 2005). However, other studies have argued that a conducive environment for a pupil with ASD can be made in any environment, as long as the staff have adequate training and are suitably equipped to teach that child (Smith and Brown, 2000). 

Specialist provision units often have a heavy weighting towards the humanist style of learning (Holt and Fromme, 1964) in that pupils have high levels of autonomy in what activities they choose to do. In his humanist approach, John Holt proposes that children learn best when their emotions and wellbeing are the highest priority. They are allowed to make their own decisions about their learning and explore topics in their own way. The humanist approach has support as it builds the child as a whole – a child cannot learn without first having an emotional grounding (Veugelers, 2011; Tangney, 2014). However, it has also been widely criticised due to the unrestricted nature if the theory. It is rare a child would choose to participate in lessons if they have a more enjoyable alternative (Kayes, 2002; Khatib, Sarem and Hamidi, 2013).

However, one of the main issues surrounding specialist units is the socialisation with other children. Whilst it can be positive for children to interact with peers who have a similar disability, conditions in specialist settings can be severe and this can have a serious impact on levels of communication. Poor social skills in children with learning difficulties have been associated with poor behaviours in school environments (Humphrey and Symes, 2010) so it is clear that social skills are important. Socialisation is also key to another influential learning theory – Social Learning Theory (Bandura and Walters, 1977). Bandura observed that children who witnessed adults being violent to bobo dolls reacted in a similar way when they were left alone with the dolls, suggesting that learning occurs through observation of a model (Bandura and Walters, 1977). If pupil X is not interacting with his peers, or if his peers are taking part in different areas of learning, he will not see them as models. With no models to observe, he cannot learn through observations. Social Learning Theory does have its criticisms, however. It fails to explain why children do not imitate all behaviours that they observe, and why they exhibit behaviours that they have never seen (Perry, Martin & Toplis, 2013). It also has been labelled as reductionist as it puts behaviours solely as a consequence of the environment. It has been argued that behaviours are often too complex to be all acquired from one single process (Illeris, 2016).

Children with special educational needs (SEN) have been found to show increased pro-social behavioural traits in mainstream education when compared to those in specialist provisions (Boutot and Bryant, 2005). This has been disputed, in fact SEN children in mainstream schools have displayed worse social skills than when in a specialist environment (Reed, Osborne & Waddington, 2012) but this effect can be overcome when the teaching practices of the specialist provision are introduced into a mainstream school (Panerai et al, 2009). There are questions, however, about how practical this is likely to be with a much higher pupil to staff ratio in a mainstream setting. Whilst mainstream settings appear to be more beneficial for the social skills of SEN pupils, physical presence in a mainstream classroom is not enough to improve social skills. The pupil needs to be interacting with peers regularly in order to boost these skills (Waddington and Reed, 2017). 

The ‘Every Child Matters’ government legislation (Department for Education and Skills, 2003) outlines that children should be placed in the best setting for their learning. This is potentially a mainstream setting for pupils with SEN providing that the appropriate provisions are in place. There are several techniques which could be employed in the classroom to try and integrate pupil X into mainstream lessons. Technology is one of the most commonly used, and with the new curriculum for Wales having an emphasis on digital competency (Donaldson, 2015), it is an appropriate tool to improve learning whilst still fulfilling the curriculum needs. The use of an iPad has been found to improve motivation for children with SEN (Alper, 2018); Children with ASD who have been reluctant to participate in literacy lessons were happy to make comic strips when asked to carry out the task on an iPad (Oakley et al., 2013). This use of technology has been found to benefit more than just SEN children. Less able children have also benefited (Oakley, Wildy and Berman, 2018) and class motivation is generally raised (Francis, 2017). Technology based toolkits to assist with autism have in fact been found to be most beneficial when introduced to the whole class as an inclusive concept (Costley et al., 2019). This technique of full class provision would potentially benefit the whole class whilst ensuring that the SEN child is not singled out as different, thus promoting inclusion and, as outlined by Vyygotsky (Vygotsky, cited in Gindis, 1999), it will encourage the child with SEN to look past their disability. The Welsh government have published a document which outlines assistive technologies that would help with the teaching of pupils with SEN (Welsh Government, 2015). This is a tool that can be easily accessed by teachers in order to find new technologies that could be used to increase the inclusion within their classroom. 

Another way that pupils with SEN can be integrated into the classroom is through involving other pupils in their learning. This could be through the use of peer teaching – pupils who are more able helping those who are less able to understand a concept (Mortweet et al., 1999). Peer teaching is supported by Vygotsky’s theory of learning. Unlike Piaget’s structured learning theory (1936), Vygotsky emphasised the social aspect of learning. He proposed that learning was took place when pupils were taught within their proximal zone of development (ZPD) which is an area within which tasks are achievable but currently out of the pupils reach. The learning is scaffolded by a more knowledgeable other (MKO), so a structure is laid out. This helps the pupil tackle the task with help until they are able to attempt the task alone (Vygotsky, 1978).  The use of peer teaching has been found to be beneficial for pupils both with and without disabilities in areas of reading, writing, maths and science (Calhoon & Fuchs, 2003; Mastropieri et al., 2006; Stenhoff and Liggnugaris/Kraft, 2007). It not only has beneficial effects on the pupil doing the learning but also the pupil who is acting as the tutor. Indeed, peer tutoring has been found to be most beneficial to the tutor, improving their self-esteem and self-worth (Alwi, Soomro & Rauf, 2016). As well as this, it boosts the social interactions between pupils (Aldabas, 2019) which, as previously highlighted, is fundamentally important for children with SEN.
It is not just the pupils who benefit from the peer teaching. It can also prove beneficial to the teacher. The pupils assisting each other can ease the time pressures on the teacher as the pupils can deal with the teaching of concepts whilst the teachers can assist with pupils who need an in-depth explanation or have issues which cannot be helped by peer teaching (Maheady, Harper & Mallette, 2001). This will assist the teacher in meeting the needs of all the pupils in an increasingly diverse classroom (Carter and Kennedy, 2006; Okilwa and Shelby, 2010). Peer teaching does have fundamental flaws, however. Whilst it is beneficial to the self-esteem and emotional development of those more able pupils who are acting as ‘tutors’, it does not progress their learning and it is important they continue to progress in their knowledge and understanding (Ali, Anwer & Jaffar, 2015). Moreover, peer tutoring is potentially difficult for pupils who have English as a second language or those who have communication disorders. For pupils who have a communication disorder such as ASD, like pupil X, it could be difficult for them to engage in peer tutoring (Rogoff, 1990).

When looking at particular scenarios, such as the one mentioned above with pupil X, it is important that a specific method of reflection is followed by using a reflection model. When looking at my critical incident, I had initially planned to use Rolfe et al’s reflection model (2001). This model has 3 main questions. Firstly, it asks ‘what?’. This is a description of the incident that is being reflected upon. Next, there is ‘so what?’. This is where the meaning behind the incident is discussed and theory and prior knowledge is applied. Rolfe et al’s model finishes with ‘now what?’. Here, next steps are identified as to what could be done differently and what measures could be in place within the classroom if the situation was to occur again. Rolfe et al’s model is a good baseline when looking at a situation and it has 3 easy to follow, memorable steps however it does not allow for any in depth analysis as the researcher only looks at the incident in a superficial way (Bishop and Blake, 2007). Based on this criticism, I decided to instead use Gibbs’ reflective model (Gibbs, 1988). This model begins in the same way as Rolfe at al’s model; with a description of an incident which has taken place. However, the next step of Gibbs’ model is to reflect on the feelings of the researcher, followed by good and bad points of the incident that occurred. This allows the researcher to look beneath the surface and explore potential motivators or reasons behind the incident instead of purely looking at theories to explain behaviours. Once this emotional level has been examined, it is then that theory is applied and research into these areas is examined. From this point, the evidence is weighed up and a conclusion is reached as to what the alternative possibilities would be to resolve the given scenario. An action plan is then drawn up to establish what the best course of action would be if this situation was to occur again. I chose to use Gibbs’ model of reflection for both my reflection upon pupil X and in my own future reflective practice as there is a growing body of research supporting the role of emotions in teaching styles and good practice (Zembylas, 2014; Yoo and Carter, 2017). I feel it is particularly important to acknowledge the importance of this emotional role to gauge the complexity of pedagogical decision and choices in the classroom. In the reflection upon pupil X’s incident, I used the ARC model (see appendix 2) to record my feelings.  

When Gibbs’ model is applied to the incident observed involving pupil X, the next step would be to weigh up the possible solutions to improve his educational inclusion. A specialist unit would be a realistic possibility for pupil X as the school has its own unit in the building. This would mean that pupil X could remain at his current school, but his peers would change. However, given pupil X’s young age, it is possible that his social skills could be at risk if he was to be placed in specialist provision (Boutot and Bryant, 2005). It should be ensured that every effort is made to integrate him into the mainstream classroom and, only if mainstream integration is not a viable solution, specialist inclusion should be an option. Using technology as a classroom-wide provision would be beneficial, not only to pupil X, but also to the other pupils in the class (Oakley et al., 2013; Oakley, Wildy and Berman, 2018) as technology enhanced learning has shown to promote learning, as well as fulfilling the digital competency framework within the curriculum (Welsh Government, 2018). However, it is not always practical; not all schools have enough technology for all pupils to use simultaneously and some lessons do not lend themselves to technology. It is important that skills such as writing are developed as well as the use of technology. Peer teaching could also be used with pupil X and, like technology use, this can be beneficial to all of the children in the class. Concepts can be outlines to pupils in a different way and the ‘tutor’ children can develop self-efficacy and self-worth. This is unlikely to be a viable solution to use too often however, because pupils acting as tutors are not learning, they are just going back over material that they understand. For pupil X, it is potentially most beneficial to use a combination of these methods – technology for some lessons and pupil teaching for others. Through these techniques, he should build his social skills through peer interaction and this could encourage him to choose to integrate himself into more sessions with his peers in the classroom. 

From a personal viewpoint, I have found Gibbs’ reflective model to be particularly useful when looking at my own practice. I need to be aware of my emotions whilst I am teaching in the classroom and I will write down my feelings after any incident that I think it worth reflecting upon. I will ensure to consider these emotions and combine this with my knowledge of theory to decide what I should do differently if the same situation was to occur again. 

In conclusion, an observation carried out in a class led me to take particular notice to one incident. The critical incident that I witnessed involved a pupil with ASD not being engaged into lessons with his peers. This had potential impacts on his social development as well as his academic development (Skinner, 1938; Vygotsky, cited in Gindis, 1999). Possible solutions were examined including specialist provisions; using technology to integrate the pupil and more knowledgeable pupils tutoring other pupils. Specialist provisions were found to carry the risk of limiting the pupil’s social development further but, whilst neither peer tutoring nor the use of technology were deemed to be practical permanent solutions, they could both be used in conjunction to integrate the pupil. In turn, this would hopefully boost the pupil’s confidence and encourage him to integrate himself into lessons with his peers more regularly. The use of Gibbs’ reflective model (Gibbs, 1988) in this analysis enables me to get closer to the teacher training standards for Wales (Welsh Government, 2017) as reflective practice is fundamental to continuous professional learning – one of the current standards. Reflecting on my own personal practice will enable me to learn from my mistakes or successes and help me to constantly build upon my own teaching. What’s more, the standards outline that practitioners should be capable of taking responsibility for themselves (Welsh Government, 2017). Reflection models enable me to examine my own practices instead of relying on anyone else’s critique, thus making me more self-sufficient.  
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