A critical evaluation and the identification of next teaching and learning steps

focusing

on a case study of an individual learner or a group

of learners, based on an observed critical incident.

Introduction 250

In this assignment, the main intention will be to focus on the use and of critical incidents in
the context of reflective practice in teaching. Furthermore, | will be focusing mainly on one
critical incident, but | will also be referring to other incidents during my observation of school
X.

According to Tripp: “A critical incident does not need to be a serious or dangerous event;
rather ‘critical’ is to be interpreted as relevant or important. For example, when your students
regularly struggle to get started on their tasks in lessons after lunchtime, then this could be a
‘critical incident’ that would require more in-depth reflections.” Tripp, D. (1993). Critical

Incidents in Teaching: Developing Professional Judgement. London: Routledge.

Having seen Tripp’s description of a critical incident, | am confident that | understand the
meaning of a critical incident and that | can understand the title of the assignment and set
out what | intend to discuss. | will be referencing many theorists with their own theories, such
as Skinner, Pavlov, Piaget, Vygotsky and more.

Observation 250

During this observation, the PTE school mentioned will be named as school X to protect its
identity along with any students. These students will be named ‘student A’, ‘student B’ etc.

As mentioned in BERA (2018) guidelines: “The confidential and anonymous treatment of



participants’ data is considered the norm for the conduct of research. Researchers should
recognise the entitlement of both institutions and individual participants to privacy, and

should accord them their rights to confidentiality and anonymity.”

School X is a secondary school situated in the county of Swansea and has 924 pupils
according to MY LOCAL SCHOOL. The most up to date Estyn report for school X was back
in 2014 where Estyn gave the school an ‘excellent’ mark for all the ‘Key Questions’ directed
at the school. These questions included: ‘How good are outcomes?’, ‘How good is
provision?’ and ‘How good are leadership and management?’. The school did not achieve

anything less than a ‘good’ rating for the subcategories of these questions.

In July 2019, Wales Online published an article reviewing school X and the article also
compares it with other secondary schools across Wales. In this article, Wales Online rank
school X as the fifth best school in Wales while giving it five-star ratings for attainment,
progress and attendance, but school X falls behind on finances as it receives a four-star

rating.

Methodology 500

There are many different ways of observing a class, but the most common ways are being a
participant or non-participant observer. During the observations, the class was observed
from a non-participant point of view, which in my opinion, is the best way to approach it.
Being a non-participant observer is a preference of mine as it allows the observer to see the
lesson unfold naturally and the observer’s inclusion, or lack of, to the lesson doesn’t
influence the children’s behaviour. Kumar’s description of a non-participant observer is:
“When you, as a researcher, do not get involved in the activities of the group but remain a
passive observer, watching and listening to its activities and interactions and drawing

conclusions from them”. (Kumar, 2014, p.340)

Obviously, being a participant and non-participant observer have their different pros and
cons. An example of this being seen in class was a situation where a girl was speaking

English and continued to do so throughout the lesson, unless she spoke to me or if the



teacher was nearby. As | was being a non-participant observer, | didn’t interrupt her
conversations with other students, and | was able to observe and listen from a distance. If a
participant observer method was used in this situation, this may have disrupted her English
conversations and maybe would’'ve been forced to switch the language of the conversation
to Welsh. The plan here was to see how long she would speak English for, and she did it for

the whole lesson.

There are some critics that say the non-participant observation could cause a Hawthorne
Effect, where the students react differently because there’s an unfamiliar person in the room.
Having said that, in Research Methods in Education by Cohen, Manion and Morrison, an
observation is focused on where: “King (1979) recalls how he firmly established his non-
participant status with young children by recognizing that they regarded any adult as another
teacher or surrogate teacher.” (p.278). In this observation with King, he’s in an infant school
but | don’t think the difference between an adolescent and an infant reaction to an unfamiliar

person would be too different.

Four Purposes 500

The critical incident that will be focused on is behaviourism towards the Welsh language. Out
of Donaldson’s Four Purposes, | believe that this critical incident falls best in the ‘Ethical and
informed citizens’ category because it seems that the pupils are ‘ready to be citizens of
Wales and the world.” (Donaldson, 2014).

With this critical incident, a year seven class was to be observed for the day. This class was
very well behaved throughout the day and it was clear that they were speaking more Welsh
than any other year that I'd previously observed. It was then brought to my attention in the
final class of the day that the school has a ‘pwyntiau cymreictod’ system in place for all year
seven classes. The ‘pwyntiau cymreictod’ system is a known strategy that motivates the
pupils to speak Welsh because if they’re heard speaking English, they lose a point and could
miss out on a prize at the end of the calendar or academic year. The most common prize for

the students is a trip to a theme park or a day out participating in fun activities.



Literature Review 1500

This literature review is to reflect on the critical incident that has been observed and to see
what areas have been triggered by the incident. Behaviourist techniques by theorists such
as Skinner and Pavlov will be mentioned. As previously mentioned, the critical incident
comes under behaviourism as the pupils behave differently towards the Welsh language
because they know they could be in for a prize if their class come away with the most

‘pwyntiau cymreictod’.

Despite the observed class doing well in the ‘pwyntiau cymreictod’ table, from sitting at the
back of the class, it was quite obvious that there was a lot of English being spoken and not
being picked up by the class. Eventually, the teacher overheard some English being spoken
and threatened to take a point off them. This triggered a couple of things that have been

previously noted by top theorists.

Cheetham and Chivers (2001) believe that there isn’'t any form of literature on learning
theories that would be complete without Pavlov’s inspirational work. Pavlov’s work (1927)
about classical conditioning, which surely draws out a behavioural response, can be seen as
influencial because it gave the base for modern developmental psychology. Pavlov has also
showed that animals can be conditioned to behave differently subject to a conditional
stimulus. In this case, the conditional stimulus was a bell and the dog would associate the

bell with his food. This was the discovery of a ‘conditioned-response’.

Skinner (1938) and Watson (1930) then used this theory with human behaviour instead of
animal behaviour. Necessarily, they included extra reinforcement elements after the
response they seeked. For example, Davis and Davis (1998) mentioned that, at Littala
Finland, a producer of high-quality glass products, trainees are coached to repeat the same
initial glass blowing task over a hundred times. Each attempt is modified and reinforced
through very specific feedback from the experienced coach until it is perfect, then the trainee
is coached in the same way on to the next level of complexity. From this, the process of
learning can be seen as a straightforward mechanism, which is shown as the result of a

behavioural reaction to some form of stimulus.



In Pavlov’s (1927) classical conditioning experiment with animals, it's possible to see the
similarity between that and the critical incident from the observation in school X. On the other
hand, the critical incident in the observation drew a negative response, contrasting to the
positive response of the dog and its food in Pavlov’s experiment. When teacher X brought to
the class’ attention that she could hear English being spoken, it struck fear into the pupils
and immediately triggered a reaction from them, and they instantly started to speak Welsh.
This had also triggered a different behavioural response from some pupils. Skinner once
said: ‘a person who has been punished is not less inclined to behave in a given way; at best,
he learns how to avoid punishment.’. Despite the fear being shown by the pupils, it was also
possible to see the cleverness of some students to avoid being caught speaking English and

they were doing their best not to be caught again.

Myers (1988) details some of the most telling critiques of behaviourism that initially emanate
from its pure positivist reductionism. Firstly, behaviourism reduces all behaviour to the level
of a correlation between an external stimulus and an internal response. This supposition
Myers argues is faulted for ignoring the importance of cognitive psychological processes,
which focuses on internal process such as perception and learning from reflection, which
have a major part to play in facilitating an understanding learning. This focus on
reductionism also led behaviourism to adopt a very simplistic approach to the correlation
between learning and the development of language. This led Chomsky (1959) to subject
behaviourism to one of its most devastating critiques, based on the capacity of humans to
create never before uttered sentences. Supporting this stance Mennell (1980, p.8) argues
that since “language is inseparable from social activities, Chomsky’s theory of language in
itself makes a telling case against the determinism of the behaviourists.” Kolb (1988) also
criticises behaviourism for conceptualising the environment-person relationship as being one
way when in fact this is not the case. Kolb criticises behaviourism for creating empirically

verifiable models of learning that are only applicable in the artificial laboratory environment.

Despite many positives coming from behaviourism, there are some critics, most notably the
work of Piaget (1926) and Vygotsky (1962) which is more constructivism. Jean Piaget
rejected the idea that learning was the passive assimilation of given knowledge. Instead, he
proposed that learning is a dynamic process comprising successive stages of adaption to
reality during which learners actively construct knowledge by creating and testing their own

theories of the world. Although less contemporary & influential, it has inspired several



important educational principles such as: discovery learning, sensitivity to children’s
readiness, acceptance of individual differences and learners don’t have knowledge forced on

them, they create it for themselves.

A common misunderstanding regarding constructivism is that instructors should never tell
students anything directly but, instead, should always allow them to construct knowledge for
themselves. This is actually confusing a theory of teaching with a theory of knowing.
Constructivism assumes that all knowledge is constructed from the learner’s previous
knowledge, regardless of how one is taught. Therefore, even listening to a lecture involves

active attempts to construct new knowledge.

Social constructivism was developed by Vygotsky. He rejected the assumption made by

Piaget that it was possible to separate learning from its social context.

According to Vygotsky: ‘Every function in the child's cultural development appears twice:
first, on the social level and, later on, on the individual level; first, between people
(interpsychological) and then inside the child (intrapsychological). This applies equally to
voluntary attention, to logical memory, and to the formation of concepts. All the higher

functions originate as actual relationships between individuals.’ (p. 57)

Although Vygotsky died at the age of 38 in 1934, most of his publications did not appear in
English until after 1960. There are, however, a growing number of applications of social

constructivism in the area of educational technology.

By the 1980s the research of Dewey and Vygotsky had blended with Piaget's work in
developmental psychology into the broad approach of constructivism. The basic tenet of
constructivism is that students learn by doing rather than observing. Students bring prior
knowledge into a learning situation in which they must critique and re-evaluate their
understanding of it. This process of interpretation, articulation, and re-evaluation is repeated

until they can demonstrate their comprehension of the subject.



Reflection, Evaluation and Next Steps 700

Reflecting back on the critical incident, | believe that the ‘pwyntiau cymreictod’ system in Welsh
schools is a great way for students to communicate through Welsh and in the long run, will improve
their Welsh. It’s possible to be very critical about this strategy of attracting the Welsh language and
it could attract some criticism along the lines of, why there needs to be a rewarding system for

Welsh students to speak their own language.

According to school X’s Estyn, 2014 report, two thirds of the students come from English speaking
homes, but according to the deputy headteacher, the figure could be as high as 85% of the school. In
this case, it’s very hard to motivate the pupils to speak Welsh to each other because they don’t even
speak Welsh in their homes. Therefore, | think that the ‘pwyntiau cymreictod’ system is a great way

to keep them motivated and interested in the language.

According to Cangelosi (1988): “Speak to people only when they are ready to listen.”. In the
observed lesson, teacher X instantly told the class that she could hear English being spoken in the
classroom. Perhaps, she could’ve waited to point out to the students that she could hear someone
speaking English, maybe even better again, she could’ve waited a few more seconds to find out who

exactly was speaking English.

Conclusion 300

Reflection, evaluation and next steps are an important contributor to professional growth.
Teachers are under constant pressure and the community, particularly parents expect a lot

from them.

Personally, | think that my observation strategy of being a non-participant observer was the
best one to take as it was possible to see everything unfold in front of me without getting
involved and potentially impeding on any critical incidents that might occur. | think it was
ideal for me to be a non-participant observer as my seating plan was to be in the corner of
the classroom out of the sight of the students and this also denied any chance of there being

a Hawthorne Effect as | wasn’t in sight of the students.



According to the Professional Standards for Teaching and Leadership, one of the ‘values
and dispositions’ for the curriculum is: ‘Welsh language and culture’. With this being one of
the many things to improve on and prioritise, | hope that the Welsh language can one day be
promoted enough and that we won’t have to reward students for speaking it. The Welsh
Assembly has started a campaign this year that sets sights on one million Welsh speakers
by 2050. Hopefully, this can be drilled into schools across Wales and then it won’t have to be

a chore to speak Welsh in school.
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