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The learner: who am I teaching?
Module Code: 6007

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
This assignment will carry out a critical analysis based on an ‘incident` that has occurred during the placement observation. I will reflect on the implications that my critical incident has had on my practice and will relate it to theory. In addition, I will link the critical incident to Donaldson’s Four Purposes. Critical Incidents, according to Tripp (2012, p. 24), are not “dramatic or obvious: they are mostly straightforward accounts”.  Therefore, these incidents are typical rather than critical. Later, these incidents are critically analysed and interpreted in wider, usually social, context (Tripp, 2012).  Likewise, Joshi (2018) stated that critical incidents are most likely unplanned or unpredicted events that occur during the inside or outside the classroom setting but ‘vividly remembered`. 
Critical incidents are created in the classroom and are often interpretations of an event that might have occurred. To some, a critical incident can have a far more significant meaning than others as an incident can be evaluated differently by individuals. However, it is important that we understand the importance of analysing, reflecting, and the positive impact it has on the teachers practice and their professional development. The main purpose of carrying out this analysis is to identify the good practices of teaching and to give us an insight of what practices might not be working so well in the classroom.  The analysis can then allow us to have a better understanding of the strategies that are in place to promote the health and wellbeing of children. 
School & Class context
The British Educational Research Association (BERA) emphasises that educational researchers should always preserve the confidentiality and anonymity of participants throughout the observation. Confidentiality and anonymity treatment of participants’ data is considered a ‘norm for the conduct of research` (BERA, 2018). Therefore, it has been essential that for the purpose of this of this assignment I have not identified the placement school or names of children that have participated in the observation. Likewise, The UK Data Protection Act (2019) stipulates that researchers must ensure that any personal information is removed to prevent “individuals from being identified”. 
The observation took place in a primary school which is located on the outskirts of the City of Swansea. The primary school offers a Flying Start group based within the building. Flying Start is the Welsh Government's flagship early years programme for families with children who are under four years of age. There is a Forest school area within the grounds which is used extensively for learning by children across the school. However, my critical incident was observed in a year one classroom of around fifty children. The class was divided into two classrooms and the lessons were led by two different class teachers who share the lesson plans. Through my observation it became clear that the children were able to visit the other classroom throughout certain activities. 
According to Estyn (2020) the school was inspected and judged as excellent in the following areas: standards, wellbeing and attitudes to learning, teaching and learning experiences, care & support and guidance, leadership and management. 
Methodology
A non-participant observation method was used to collect data from the observation. This is whereby participation from the observer was not required. A structured model was additionally applied to capture the critical incident. To obtain these findings a pre-set structure was followed during the observation gathering qualitative data. This method can also be extensively applied in this case study research. The reason that a non-participated structured observation was the most suitable model of observation as this allows a researcher to blend into the background compared to participant observation. This is because participants remained in their everyday classroom setting meaning that any behaviour that was displayed during the observation was considered as ‘natural` resulting in efficient observation findings. Similarly, Cohen et al (2011) suggest that the intention of a structured observation is to observe participants in their natural setting.
One of the weaknesses of the methodology that we have been forced into using is that interaction occurred, due to the kind of environment that this observation took place in. This is because children especially in the foundation phase were very intrigued by a new member of staff that was in the classroom. This resulted in children asking questions or requiring assistance during some class activities when the teacher was supporting other children. Additionally, another weakness of a structured non-participant observation is that often findings lack validity as researchers are unable to find out why certain individuals act in a certain way. Likewise, Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2011) states that structured researchers have difficulty inferring meanings of events.
A case study can be defined as “a method of developing a complete understanding of a process, program, event or activity” (Newcomer, Hatry and Wholey, 2015, p.177). The Case study methodology investigated the research findings through real-world occurrences that arise in everyday school life. Cohen et al (2011) supports the use of this methodology by stating that case studies can often determine unique factors as they are able to observe effects in real context. Furthermore, Nisbets’ and Watts’ cited in Cohen et al (2011) state that the context contained in case studies are unique and dynamic through investigation of real-life interactions of events or relationships. 
One weakness of using a case study methodology is that the case study is often based on one individual/ group therefore the case study might not be a good representative when comparing to similar instances. Additionally, Nisbets and Watts cited in Cohen et al (2011) argue that case studies are biased, personal and subjective. Therefore, to conclude this suggests that the findings from a particular case may not be suitable to be transferred. Every case study is different, therefore data collected cannot be compared in some cases.  Additionally, another weakness associated with a case study is observer bias, as the researcher can sometimes be subjective due to the participation. Cohen et al (2011) support this statement by stating that researchers may overstate or understate the case as they often become the participant and the observer.
Critical incident linked to Donaldson’s Four Purposes
According to Donaldson (2015) there are four main purposes to the New Curriculum in Wales. The curriculum aims for “children and young people to develop as: ambitious, capable learners, enterprising, creative contributors, ethical, informed citizens of Wales and the world, healthy, confident individuals”.  Therefore, teachers have a duty of demonstrating these purposes through practice and these purposes should be through the curriculum. 
My critical incident occurred during carpet time where children were given a choice of the seating area. When the disruption began the teacher implemented different strategies. However, the most successful strategy was encouragement through positive behaviour management. This was done by catching the good behaviour and praising the children immediately after they were sitting quietly without disrupting the class. 
Healthy confident individuals are one of the purposes that shows a clear link between my critical incident. Donaldson (2015) stated that for children ‘building their mental and emotional well-being by developing confidence, resilience and empathy creates healthy confident individuals’. It was evident that the reward system that the teacher applied to her teaching is supported by Donaldson’s statement. The positive reward immediately displayed measurable improvements in both behaviour and lesson involvement. The simple rewards and praises used by the teacher created a sense of achievement among the children which generated a positive learning environment. This also increased the children’s motivation and well-being as the children seemed more confident, this translated into effective learning. 
Furthermore, the use of positive behaviour management indicated that ‘positive relationships based upon trust and mutual respect’ were portrayed by the teacher. Throughout the observation it was clear that good behaviour was linked to choices the children made. For example, children in class were given choices relating to their behaviour. The right choice was rewarded and this allowed children to feel that they were trusted by the teacher to make the right decision. 
Additionally, the reward system aimed to face and overcome challenges. This is because the main objective of the reward system was to support behaviour which would be considered following the social norms of the classroom. This encouraged the disruptive children in the classroom to feel drawn to a certain behaviour because it is the right thing to do. During my observation this was applied in the classroom when the teacher applied the positive behaviour management by catching the good behaviour and praising the children immediately after they were sitting quietly without disrupting the class. This encouraged children to continue to listen to the teacher to receive further praise. 
Equally the reward system also encouraged children to have the skills and knowledge to manage everyday life as independently as they can. The praise observed boosted the children’s self-esteem and self- belief as children became more involved in the class activity. This was shown by the children raising their hands up to answer questions and getting involved in the classroom discussion relating to the topic with their peers. As the children became more involved during the carpet session it encouraged them accomplish the tasks set.  Likewise, Collins (2009) acknowledges the importance of developing children’s self-esteem in Primary schools stating that ‘good self-esteem leads to good work` and ‘poor self-esteem leads to poor work`. 
Literature Review
One of the areas that this literature review will focus on is how positive behaviour management is applied in schools and how it discourages the low-level disruption that teachers may experience in everyday teaching. Positive behaviour management was applied during my observation and it was considered a vital strategy by the school to minimise the disruptions that occurred during the classroom.  
Disruptive behaviour can be defined as “behaviour that proves unacceptable to the teacher” (Fontana, 1995). Low-level disruption was one of the most common forms of distribution that occurred during my observation. This causes a significant impact on the participation of other children and their learning due to the teacher being disturbed by children calling out, disturbing other children and fidgeting with equipment around them.
Similarly, Solly (2017) supports this by stating that persistent low-level disruption can have a very damaging impact on learners especially in the loss of learning time. Likewise, The Office for Standards in Education, Children's Services and Skills (2014) raised concerns about the low-level disruption in schools in the Annual Report of 2012 and 2013. The report emphasized that the main concerns were over the loss of learning time. Due to these findings, schools have set “high expectations and enforced codes of conduct”. From this research, it is clear that for disruptive behaviour to be managed, schools have a duty to ensure that a positive environment for learning is created. Schools should be able to recognise that positive reinforcement is required as well as creating a positive approach to behaviour management to improve disruptive behaviour. Additionally, the survey stated that school showed to make significant improvements to the behaviour when the system of sanctions and rewards was applied.  
One of the main areas is the use of positive behaviour management based around the reward system. Grigg (2015) states that behaviour management aims to create a school climate in which positive behaviour is encouraged and poor and antisocial behaviour is minimised. However, for the positive behaviour management to be deemed as successful it is important that this strategy is applied in the school and is used by all members of the school. In support of this statement, the behaviour management has been applied throughout my observation school.  It has formed part of the ethos of the school and helps to encourage children to grow in a safe and secure environment, and to become positive, responsible, and increasingly independent members of the school community. The school’s policy states that good behaviour must be rewarded and it believes that it will help develop an ethos of kindness and co-operation and deter anti-social behaviour. 
Throughout the observation positive behaviour management was used in order to encourage the disruptive children to behave appropriately through the use of the reward system. Riddall-Leech (2003) supports this by suggesting that children’s positive behaviour should be promoted using rewards for demonstrating acceptable and appropriate behaviour. These rewards can vary from verbal, and the use of reward charts. Correspondingly, the class teacher during my observation applied this strategy by catching good behaviour. For example, children listening or sitting quietly on the carpet and rewarding it through the use of ‘dojo points`. The school use ‘dojo points’ to reward children, which leads to them collecting prizes for their points at the end of the week. Morgan (2009) argues that token rewards (likewise as Dojo Points) are convenient rewards which allows for distribution at any time and place. Reward systems like these allows the child to continue or to repeat the positive behaviour because it has been associated with a reward.  It was observed in my placement that after the positive rewards were distributed the disruptive behaviours ceased. This was because the children got a sense of excitement from the reward which then encouraged them repeat the positive behaviour in order to be rewarded again. 
It can be said that many behaviourists believe that the reward system has a powerful effect on learning and children’s performances. Pavlov’s studies through Classical Conditioning allows us to associate a stimulus with a given response. Classical Conditioning is a process based on how two stimuli are linked in order to produce a new learnt outcome (Mcleod, 2007). Therefore, it can be argued that classical conditioning is behaviour that can be learnt (Thompson and Spenceley, 2020). Furthermore, this theory has been put into practice by teachers teaching children to associate positive behaviour with the reward system through the use of classical conditioning.
Burrhus Skinner was a behaviourists theorist who supported the idea that leaners require rewards or some form of reinforcement for learning. Learners who are motivated by rewards or praise often achieve the desirable task set. Lefrançois (2020) suggests that operant conditioning is often referred to as instrumental conditioning because it believes that learning is influenced through rewards and punishments. Skinner cited in Lefrançois (2020) that through operant conditioning behaviour changes as a result of its consequences. The effectiveness of the positive management strategy can be compared to skinners ‘Operant Condition’ theory, as the reinforcement followed the desired behaviour. In parallel to the operant conditioning, Morgan (2009) links the reward system to Skinners work by stating that the rewards given to children in schools are just like ‘reinforcers`. Therefore, this suggests that behaviour is likely to re-occur if it has been rewarded. In order to achieve these desired results, it was observed that the class teacher rewarded the behaviours that needed to be increased or maintained.
Despite that the rewards system has made a great impact on the learners during my observation, it is important to take into consideration the negative impact that this strategy might have on learners in the long term. Kohn cited in Bowen, Jenson and Clark (2004, p.16) that rewards have damaging side effects arguing that they reduced students interest…causing a diminished quality of performance and reduce risk taking and creativity this can suggest that children become dependent upon being praised by the teacher. 
Secondly this literature review will examine the effects of choice-making Opportunities on the behaviour of students. During my observation children were given the opportunity to make the choices relating to their behaviour. For example the teacher stated the following ‘you either sit on the carpet quietly or you lose Dojo points’ this gave the child an opportunity to make the correct choices if not they would be receive a concrete consequence. 
To Support this Dewey cited in Babaci-Wilhite (2016) arguing that educators must encourage the freedom to take responsibility. Furthermore, stating that freedom will allow an “individual to make his own special contribution” allowing them to take responsibility for their behaviour. If the individual does decide to behave inappropriately, that individual must take responsibility and stand for the consequences. 
Green, Mays and Jolivette (2011) states that a choice- making opportunity is a process that involves an individual to articulate a preference towards a certain choice, this provides children the opportunity to select between two or more options. Furthermore, Green et al suggests that children within the class that are given choice-making opportunities are more likely to participate in the classroom activities which often encourage positive interactions with other peers of the class. It could be agreed that during my observation, there was higher participation rates and positive interactions were noted as children we were no longer being distracted or losing learning time. 
Although choice- making opportunity has a positive impact on the classroom during my observation it is important to analyse how sometimes offering choices to children can have a negative impact on the individual as well as the classroom.  One of the main negative impacts of offering choices to children is that it only solves the misbehaviour for a short period of time. This strategy may satisfy the teachers classroom behaviour expectation at that given moment however this does not improve the disruptive behaviour in the long term. Linsin (2015) similarly compares choice- making opportunities to a plaster in which it sacrifices the child’s future for the here and now. Additionally, choice- making opportunities can lead to children being offered an escape route for their disruptive behaviour. Children need to learn that that certain behaviour is not seen as acceptable. To support this Linsin (2015) states that these escape routes set limits on students and their capacity to rise above challenges. 
To conclude on this area of research Nebraska University (2013) stated that choice making in fact is a very common strategy used in order to control distribution in the classroom and helps to increase class participation. Teacher’s often use prompting to encourage the children in the class to make the correct choices. Furthermore, research carried out by the university showed choice-making opportunity strategies are effective in reducing problem behaviour and increasing task engagement. 

Reflection / Evaluation & Next Steps 
Reflective practice is a vital process to develop as an outstanding teacher. To support this Griggs (2015) states that educators are very supportive of reflection models by arguing that educators are actively using reflective models to evaluate their own practice and to review planning, teaching and assessment. This model encourages a teacher’s autonomy. Furthermore, Griggs states that outstanding teachers can demonstrate a high level of reflective skills meaning they can identify problems and implement change rather than describe the event. Within this assignment Gibbs' (1988) Reflective Cycle has been adapted to give structure to learning from experiences. This reflective cycle will offer a framework for examining experiences. Gibbs’ Reflective cycle covers 6 stages. The framework offers opportunity to explore the experiences, and given its cyclic nature lends itself particularly well to repeated experiences, allowing researchers to learn and plan from things that either went well or did not go well. Gibbs reflective cycle covers 6 stages.
The first stage of Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle is description. The incident I will be reflecting on occurred whilst I was on my first University placement conducting an observation. In this instance, I was first able to experience the strategies behind behaviour management that have been adapted in the classroom mainly to control low-level disruption. It could be analysed that the use of positive behaviour management, choice-making and body language have a different outcome depending on the situation or individual that was causing the disruption.
The second stage is feelings. Prior to the incident occurring, I was mindful that low-level disruption was present in most schools. However, I was quite astonished how often this occurred during essential learning time. Moreover, I was very surprised about different behaviour management strategies that the class teacher applied in a very short period in order, to manage the disruptive behaviour. This has taught me that in my future teaching, I will encourage the use of different behaviour strategies to accommodate different learning needs and styles. 
The third stage is evaluation.  During the observation, it was clear that different strategies have a different outcome on the behaviour. Firstly, children being given the opportunity to decide on seating arrangements during the carpet learning session had a negative impact on the levels of disruptive behaviour. To support this Bicard et al. (2012) asserts that student seat selection causes a higher rate of disruptive behaviour. Despite the fact, choice-making opportunities given at the start of the lesson were unsuccessful the class teacher encouraged it repeatedly to promote children’s self-esteem. Hendrick (1996) argues the importance of providing children with choices as it is an essential aspect of the early childhood curriculum.  On the other hand, it was also observed how behaviour management had a positive impact on some children’s behaviour for example through the reward system.
Next is analysis. When reflecting on the negative factors that occurred in the observation we must encounter reason for it. The increase in the class disruption during carpet time can suggest that children being given choice-making opportunity regarding seating arrangements cause a negative outcome. Bicard et al., 2012) suggest that the correct seating arrangement may help to minimise or eliminate disruptive behaviour, without the need for consequence interventions. However, the positive impact of behaviour management through the use of the reward system showed that children were significantly more focused during essential learning time and encouraged participation. Therefore, this suggests that children are intrinsically motivated using rewards and as a result children should all be given the opportunity to be rewarded.

Next is conclusion. From my experience, I am more mindful of the importance of how to incorporate different behaviour strategies to minimise disruptive behaviour. If a similar situation was to arise regarding seating arrangements in the future, I would take into consideration the importance of teacher choice in seating arrangements. I am now more aware of the implication of children being given the opportunity to pick these arrangements and the higher risk of disruption this may cause. However, on the other hand the insight I have also gained from this experience is the importance of improving children’s motivation through the use of rewards. StuDocu (2020) suggest that rewards improve motivation and encourages children to become more productive.

Finally, in Gibbs Reflective Cycle is action plan. In the future, I aim to be more proactive in overcoming low-level disruptive behaviour. To address this, I will implement the thrive approach which allows early identification of emotional developmental needs in children. Furthermore, the thrive approach teaches children the understanding of behaviour as communication. Additionally, helping to improve learning skills which leads to greater achievement, the thrive approach supports and empowers, providing confidence and competence to work with challenging and vulnerable children. 

Conclusion 
According to Welsh Assembly Government (2015) Reflective practice has a purpose to help educational practitioners to improve the quality of the practitioners work but also benefit learners and co-workers. Reflective practitioners are required to question both what they do and why, with a view to learning from their experience. Similarly, Larrivee (2000, p.293) argues that “Unless teachers develop the practice of reflection, they stay trapped in unexamined judgments, interpretations, assumptions, and expectations”.
However, it can be suggested that Gibbs six stage reflective model has been criticised that they lack consideration for learners or teaching assistants viewpoints. Johns (2000) suggest that reflection is seen as more effective when learners work with an assigned mentor on placement. Furthermore, it can be suggested that when learners share reflections on learning experiences there is a greater understanding of those experiences (Johns, 2000).
To develop as a reflective practitioner a reflective journal will be created in order to record incidents, ideas and reflections. These reflections will be information gained from different sources such as observations and training courses that have been attended during my placement. Throughout this reflective journal, feedback will be received from the class mentor. According to Hattie and Yates (2014) feedback is vital key factor to develop the quality of learning. Similarly, Estyn (2014) indicates that teachers most purposeful and beneficial feedback can come from professional discussions after an event. 

 


























Appendices
CRITICAL INCIDENT IDENTIFICATION RECORD
	Details relevant to the research context.
Date/time.
Age/Stage of group.
People involved.
Contextual
information from field notes. 

	
The Observation took place on 30th September 2020 in a foundation Phase Reception class. The children in the class age ranged from 4-5 years old. 
During the critical Incident One all children were present. During Critical Incident two a lower ability class was observed. 
Both incidents took place indoors. At this stage children learning was still very much linked through play. 



	What happened? A detailed decription of what you observed and what thoughts on pedagogy and practice occurred to you as a result, looking towards your research.
	
Critical Incident 1: Reception Class (Morning Lesson)
Prior to the observation the class teacher highlighted that were significant changes to the routine and delays in the learning for the class due to the recent pandemic. It was very apparent that there were significant changes to the routine of the children everyday school life e.g.  washing of hands after activities. Child X who had several learning difficulties and Development delays seemed to very distressed with adapting to these changes. E.g. before lunch, the children were asked to go to sanitise their hands and then queue up after they had finished and wait for the other children. Child X displayed frustration. The teacher provided child X with simple, well-defined, and easy steps for the routine so that child X would have a clear idea of what was expected of him. As child X displayed even more frustration the class teacher showed the child pictures that provided a visual guide for what the class would be doing next (i.e. Going on lunch to eat sandwiches). The class teacher gave child X specific praise which seemed to build the child self-esteem. 
This observation has allowed me to think about the importance of routines being established quickly in schools in order for children to feel comfortable in the surroundings and the importance of using inclusive language to in order for all to understand especially individuals with ALN.

Critical Incident 2: Reception Class (After Break Lesson)
During this observation, the class was split into smaller ability groups. The observation was made on a low ability group. The session involved sounding out ‘S` phonies. The small group of children were all handed post cards with different images on and if the image started with the letter ‘S` they were able to feed it to the ‘Snake`. During this observation it was apparent that some children were not focusing when it was not their turn to take part. The class teacher asked children openended questions like, ‘Does this image start with a s?’ and ` Can we feed this image to the snake’ when the children closed question like, ‘Can you think of another word that starts with the letter S?’ This encouraged the children to think of different words that started with that letter. 
It was very apparent that the class teacher used variety of different forms of questioning during the activities. It seemed that  questioning was a vital aspect part of the classroom life and essential to every teacher’s pedagogical repertoire, It gave the feeling that questioning serves many purposes: it allowed engages students in the learning process and provides opportunities for students to ask questions themselves. It challenges levels of thinking and informs whether students are ready to progress with their learning.



	Details relevant to the research context.
Date/time.
Age/Stage of group.
People involved.
Contextual
information from field notes. 

	

The Observation took place on 30th September 2020 in a foundation Phase Year One class. The children in the class age ranged from 5-6 years old. 
During the observation children of all abilities were participating in the following incidents. Due to the current pandemic the class teacher explained that the children were significantly behind in the curriculum. With most students on the reception framework. 

	What happened? A detailed decription of what you observed and what thoughts on pedagogy and practice occurred to you as a result, looking towards your research.
	
Critical Incident 3: Year One Class (Afternoon Lesson)
During this observation it was observed the class teacher using different methods of teaching children an introduction lesson on Phonics. It was observed that certain children were having difficultly therefore, the teacher used the method of Think, Pair and Share. This allowed to work independently to form their own ideas and then to discuss and share with others in a group. This process allowed children to interact at personal levels and helped to motivate children who showed little interest in the topic.  

Critical Incident 4: Year One Class (Afternoon Lesson)

During a carpet session for the introduction part of the Literacy lesson, the children were given the opportunity to sit in their chosen spaces. But some children started to become disruptive talking among themselves and not participating in the literacy discussions. Firstly, the class teacher used the strategy of counting back from 5 and putting her finger over the lips. When this strategy was unsuccessful the teacher used a choice-making opportunity strategy again allowing the disruptive child pick a choice for their behaviour ‘ you either sit on the carpet quietly or you lose Dojo points’ This strategy seemed to be successful as the consequences were in their hands and this lead to greater classroom participation as other children were no longer being disturbed. Throughout the observation the teacher encouraged the positive behaviour management by catching the good behaviour and praising the children immediately after they were sitting quietly without disrupting the class. Even though during my observation only low-level disruption was noticed this behaviour still seemed to have an impact on others, as it encouraged others to talk. It was apparent that children in the class understood that there were concrete consequences in place. E.g. dojo points being deducted or the Golden Time reward system that has been implemented throughout the school which recorded the class achievement. Within the school policy behaviour was rewarded through a system called ‘golden rainbow’ where children who have been exceptionally good at something that week are allowed to choose their golden time activity first and were entered into a prize draw for the end of the year.  During this observation it was clear that the teacher focused on the positive behaviour management strategies even during low level disruptions.
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