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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 (5000 words).

Introduction. 

“... a critical incident is an interpretation of the significance of an event. To take something as a critical incident is a value judgment we make, and the basis of that judgment is a significance we attach to the meaning of the incident” (Tripp, 2012). Tripp (2012) explains that critical incidents are crucial for teachers to develop their professional judgement and practice. Teachers must not only observe critical incidents, but analyse them on a deeper level and reflect, to inform their practice.  In this assignment I will be researching into the role of critical reflection and how this process can inform my practice and pedagogy. By outlining the context of my critical incident, I will provide the reader with key information about the environment in which my observation (Appendix 1) took place. Focusing on a case study of an individual learner, I will describe my critical incident and focus particularly on how the teacher dealt with this behaviour. Critical reflection is the focus of this assignment, linking to the assignment title and Tripp (2012) this is a vitally important skill for my teaching practice. I will focus on two main topics linking to my critical incident, Sensory Integration Therapy and how this affects childrens learning, particularly children with Autism Spectrum Disorder and the idea of Inclusion and how this can be implemented in the classroom. Finally, I will reflect and evaluate what I have learnt and identify steps for my teaching and learning, to implement in the future and improve on my teaching practice. 


Critical Reflection. 

There are multiple definitions of critical reflection and a wide range of research into how this is important in teaching practice. The work of Dewey states that a reflective individual should be “open-minded, responsible, and wholehearted” (Farrell, 2012,p.9). Dewey’s reflection action theory suggests that learners must develop skills such as observation and reasoning whilst questioning their common, everyday beliefs and knowledge, to reflect effectively (Griffiths, 2000). On the other hand, he observed that teachers who do not reflect in their practice, become “slaves to routine” and are unable to think intelligently (Farrell, 2012). Farrell (2012) believes that Dewey is right to believe that teachers should be cautious towards just simply following routine, on the grounds that we would then just be teaching a class rather than the individual students. However, Furlong and Maynard (1995) point out that Dewey’s idea of routine in action is over simplified and does not explain the intricacy and diverse nature of teaching. Schon proposed the alternative idea reflection-in-action and explains this is where teachers reflect on and examine their knowledge and understanding to deal with situations, at the time of the event (Griffiths, 2000). Extending on this idea, Schon introduced knowing-in-action, where practitioners reflect on something that has happened and think about how you might do things differently next time. One criticism of reflection-in-action is that teachers do not have the time to question every idea or situation whilst teaching. Although, this does make the idea of knowing-in-action vital and alternatively if for some reason the new situation or routine doesn’t work, teachers can always turn to reflection-in-action to help (Farrell, 2012). Kolb’s experiential learning theory introduced a four-stage cycle to reflective learning, emphasising the importance of experience when reflecting. Similarly, to Schon’s work Kolb believed that learners have a concrete experience which you should reflect on, learn from and then put these ideas and thoughts into practice next time (Zwozdiak-Myers, 2012). Furthermore, it is crucial for teachers to no not only “reflect” on what is happening in our lessons but to “act” on these observations and evaluations, to enhance pupils learning and the quality of our teaching (Zwozdiak-Myers, 2012 p3). The Donaldson report found that teachers would like more say in their classroom on how and what to teach within the curriculum. One of the key changes in the curriculum in Wales is that it is based on aims and is no longer content driven (Donaldson, 2015). The implementation of the curriculum is a reflective process which will highlight strengths and challenges, whereby the schools will collaborate to ensure they are working together effectively. To implement the new curriculum, teachers should provide learners with a wide variety of learning experiences, whilst also asking why they are doing things and what they can do next (Welsh Government, 2021). The Professional Standards for Teaching and Leadership highlights the importance of professional learning. It states that the teacher “Consistently extends on knowledge, skills and understanding and can show how reflection and openness to challenge and support informs professional learning to develop pedagogy” (Welsh Government, 2019). This clearly signifies the importance of reflection as to become a qualified teacher in Wales, you must adhere to these professional teaching standards. 


Observation/context. 

BERA (2018) states that “Researchers should recognise the entitlement of both institutions and individual participants to privacy and should accord them their rights to confidentiality and anonymity.” Consequently, the pupils, staff and school used in the observation will all remain anonymous throughout, to adhere to the BERA guidelines. 
The Critical Incident (Appendix 1) took place in a mixed-gender, English medium Primary School, based in Swansea, South Wales. The year 1 class I observed had 22 pupils attending that day, along with the Class Teacher, a Teaching Assistant, and the researcher. It was a relaxed classroom, which had two tables for teacher led activities and then free play areas for the pupils to rotate. They also had an outdoor play area, sensory room, and an art corner for pupils to use. I was lucky enough to fully immerse myself in the class, taking small groups to teach, whilst also observing for critical incidents. In the schools most recent Estyn Report (2019), it shows that there are 216 pupils, including part time nursery pupils. These pupils are split into six single age classes, including the nursery, two mixed age classes and two local authority specialist teaching facilities for children with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD). Alongside these specialist teaching facilities, they try to include children with additional learning needs into the classroom as much as possible. The average of pupils who are eligible for free school meals (FSM) is around 44%, which is considerably higher than the Wales average of 18% at the time (Estyn, 2019). The school states in the report that around 21% of pupils have additional learning needs, which is equal to the Wales’ average (Estyn, 2019). “The school is a caring, supportive, and inclusive community, which actively promotes the wellbeing of all pupils” (Estyn, 2019). 

Critical Incident. 

Whilst in the school (Appendix 1) I observed pupil X sitting, drawing quietly on a white board. When asked by the class teacher to tidy up because it was lunch time, pupil X replied, “no I’m busy, I’m drawing”. The teacher then went over to encourage pupil X to come and tidy with the other children. Pupil X then became distressed, crying and shouting that she didn’t want to tidy up and go to lunch. The teacher asked the Teaching Assistant to get the class ready for lunch and took pupil X outside of the classroom, to the sensory area. Later, I witnessed the teacher bringing pupil X back into the classroom, she appeared calm and happy. At lunch time I had the opportunity to speak to the teacher, and she informed that pupil X has ASD. The critical incident was the teachers approach to behaviour management in the classroom, specifically pupil X. The teacher knew how to deal with the situation and what would calm the pupil down.

Donaldson (2015) stated that the Curriculum in Wales should have four purposes, one of which, that young people should develop as ‘healthy, confident individuals who form positive relationships based upon trust and mutual respect’.  In my critical incident, the class teacher knew what steps to take to calm Pupil X down, taking her out of the class and bringing her back in when she felt calm. This would indicate that the class teacher knew pupil X very well and they have a positive relationship, where the pupil trusts her. Additionally, Donaldson (2015) recommended that ‘building their mental and emotional well-being by developing confidence, resilience and empathy’ should be developed through the Welsh curriculum. The class teacher took Pupil X out of the classroom to the sensory corner and when she came back in, she was visibly calm and happy, which would suggest that using the Sensory room meant she could calm down and regulate her emotions. This would help her learn tools and ways to regulate her emotions in the future. 


Literature Review. 

There is a wide range of literature and topics that can be associated with this critical incident. One topic is Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) and how sensory integration can impact on their learning. The critical incident described that the class teacher used the sensory area in the school to help calm pupil X down. This seemed to work, as later the researcher observed pupil X come back into the classroom, seeming happy and calm. Some children with Autism suffer from sensory integration dysfunction, where they have trouble processing information through touch, smell, hearing, taste, and sight (Peer and Reid, 2016).  Ayres’s theory of Social Integration (SI) explains that these sensory difficulties can interfere with everyday life. Consequently, SI enables the participants nervous systems to organise these sensations and feelings, to make the responses necessary for emotional and behavioural regulation in everyday life (Ayres et al., 2005). Social Integration Therapy (SIT) is an example of how this theory is applied in everyday situations. It provides participants with sensory stimulation, with the aim to decrease disruptive and repetitive behaviours, by improving their attention and cognitive functioning. Examples of this include brushing the body, compressing knees and elbows and swinging (Peer and Reid, 2016). Additionally, multi-sensory rooms, which are available in some schools and early years settings, allow children to explore and enjoy a wide scope of interesting materials (Wall, 2010). Sensory rooms are not only beneficial to children with ASD but all children. They create a safe, calm space for children to go to withdraw momentarily from the busy, sometimes overwhelming classroom. This enables children to learn how to manage their emotions in a calm and gentle way (Jones and Experia, 2022). Supporting the idea of SIT, a recent study investigated the effect of SIT and Occupational Therapy (OT) on children with Autism. They found that children who experienced these interventions, received significantly higher scores on goal attainment, self-care, and socialisation (Schaaf et al., 2013). However, Ashburner et al., (2014) criticised this study as they pointed out that the control group and the treatment group had a major difference in dosage, therefore questioning the validity of the results. Additionally, they explained that SI and OT interventions are extremely costly and time-intensive, so questioned whether the same results would be achieved if there were less sessions, using a wide range of intervention therapy approaches. Similarly, Watling and Haeur (2015) state that a limitation of the SIT approach is that the literature and studies surrounding the theory investigate into different approaches and provide conflicting findings, suggesting that there is an inconsistency in the research. They therefore proposed that there should be more research into SIT, and this should examine each method, not just SI. However, Watling and Haeur (2015) did find that 3 of the 4 studies they examined showed positive effects of individual goals and autistic traits, implying that SI can provide positive outcomes for people with ASD.  Gillingham, in her discussion of sensory development, suggests that some children with autism may find sensory stimulation overwhelming and this may lead to stress and anxiety. Similarly, certain principles of approaches like TEACCH and SPELL advise that areas free of sensory stimulation, allow children to concentrate more on their learning (Wall, 2010). Wall (2010) explains that ultimately, the teaching approach will depend on the practitioner’s knowledge of autism and the individual child. As well as carefully planned sensory stimuli in the classroom to provide therapeutic support, educational support, and a calm space, which will precisely link to the development of each individual child. 
As shown in the observation context, the school observed has two specialist teaching facilities but also tries to integrate children with additional needs in the classroom as much as possible. Therefore, the researcher was interested to investigate the idea of inclusion and how this can be carried out in schools. According to the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child “Children have the right to an education” and “The Convention applies to everyone whatever their race, religion, abilities, whatever they think or say and whatever type of family they come from” (UNICEF, 1990). There are multiple definitions of inclusion. For The Welsh Government (2016) inclusive education ensures that all children are allowed to obtain the same opportunities, based on their needs, and creates a sense of belonging to the school community. One of the four purposes of the Welsh Curriculum (2020) is for children to learn the skills to become “ethically, informed citizens”. To enhance these skills practitioners should provide a supportive, respectful environment whilst promoting diversity and fairness (Unlu, 2017). The four purposes are underpinned by five key ideas, one of which Is the principles of inclusive education. Whereas the old curriculum was criticised for being disjointed and inconsistent, focusing on the content and what stage each child should be at. The new Welsh curriculum has brought together the early years, primary, secondary, and further education to provide a combined approach for ages 0-25. By looking at aims and progression steps, this reform has provided teachers and schools with the opportunity to be more inclusive and more adaptable to each childs needs. However, one criticism of the new curriculum and inclusion explains that it does not focus on the need for inclusive education for every individual child, rather on more support for pupils with additional learning needs (Knight and Crick, 2022). Watkins et al (2016) stresses the importance of schools taking policies into practice and focusing on policies that work towards developing the teachers practice and pupils learning, rather than policies that do not work in practice. It is widely acknowledged that other contextual factors, for example teachers’ attitudes and classroom organisation, and individual circumstances, determine whether childrens additional needs cause them difficulty and impact on their achievement. A series of case studies into school effectiveness, found that additional needs were arising from a weakness in the way schools were organised and the solution endorsed was to adapt the schools to reduce the problems of students who were failing to achieve their learning potential (Peer and Reid, 2016).  The social model of disability supports explains that society displays barriers to people with disabilities and this is what disables them, rather than their actual impairment. These barriers can be things like no wheelchair access, or people’s assumptions about their abilities. The explanation of this model benefits practitioners as it helps us recognise these barriers and remove them where possible, to be more inclusive and enable children with additional needs more independence and control (Scope, 2014). The medical model, however, provides a different view of disability. It considers that people with disabilities are limited due to their impairments and the individual is the problem, not society (Scope, 2014). However, Scope (2014) believes that the medical model “creates low expectations and leads to people losing independence, choice and control in their lives”. Furthermore, it is important for practitioners to consider how they can be as inclusive as possible in schools. Before approaching their teaching practice, practitioners must be aware and cautious about their assumptions of what the children should know. It is crucial for teachers to limit these assumptions made about the pupil’s knowledge, as children will not learn effectively otherwise.  Thus, children should have the opportunity to demonstrate what they can do in school on their own merit. This enables the teacher to understand individual needs and provide better teaching and support (Knowles, 2011).  Inclusive pedagogy requires a whole class approach to learning, including everyone in the class, rather than just focusing solely on additional needs (Hawkins and Florian, 2016). Knowles (2011) expands on this as she stresses the importance of teachers meeting diverse needs through visual, auditory, and kinaesthetic learning styles. By providing information in different ways and allowing the children to present their learning in the way they learn best, they are more likely to be engaged and motivated in their learning. Similarly, a personalised learning approach and differentiated learning by organising the environment to suit the lesson, is also a great way to be more inclusive in the classroom. This could include, grouping children together, thinking about access to resources and providing an outdoor environment. However, Wall (2010) emphasises the crucial need for teachers to have increased professional development training and knowledge, to provide every child with the best learning experience. Lastly, the overriding idea when researching inclusion, is that it requires a collaborative approach, working in partnership with parents and young people to ensure an effective, smooth approach (Welsh Government, 2016). Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory reminds us how important it is to consider the family when thinking about inclusion. Caregivers are at the centre of the microsystem, making relationships extremely important and this in turn influences young people’s development. However, it is important to also consider people outside of the family such as peers and school staff, as these become increasingly important as the child develops. Moreover, practitioners should constantly review and be mindful of these individuals and their effect on the developing child (Peer and Reid, 2016). 

Reflection/Evaluation and Next steps. 

The critical incident has been invaluable research for my assignment but also my teaching practice. Over the course of the day, I was able to observe the teacher and acquire further knowledge and skills relating to classroom management, inclusion, and Additional Learning Needs (ALN). This experience has enabled me to take these skills and put them into practice whilst teaching on placement. With not a wide range of prior school experience, the classroom layout was very interesting for me. Throughout the day I observed that there were different areas of play including role play, a sensory room, an art corner, and an outdoor play area. Through the critical incident and my research into SIT, I have discovered that having a designated sensory room or space on site for children to use is extremely beneficial. I observed lots of children using the sensory room at different points of the day to take some time out. This shows that it is widely used by the children, an important, accessible tool for them to have in the classroom and it is not only beneficial for children with ASD, but all children. However, my research has shown me that I must be mindful that not all children will benefit from this, and I will make sure I consider this when managing my classroom. The two tables, which were teacher led focused tasks allowed the class teacher and teaching assistant to really focus on teaching a small group of children. The children seemed to really benefit from this, which was shown in their participation and when speaking to the teachers I found that they thought this was a much more efficient way of teaching. They explained that it enables them to really focus on a small group of children, allowing them to make sure the children fully understand the lesson, being able to differentiate and teach attainable content, which in turn achieves higher participation from the students. They emphasised that it also allows more shy children who may not be confident to participate in front of the whole class, with the confidence to participate to the best of their ability in small groups. By seeing these benefits first hand, I will be taking this where possible into my future teaching practice. The child in my observation had ASD and the school was fully inclusive, believing strongly in integrating children with ALN into the mainstream classroom. With no prior knowledge or experience working with children with ALN, this was intriguing for me, and I was keen to see how this approach worked. Pupil X seemed happy in the classroom, had a positive relationship with her teacher and peers and was provided with a wide range of learning opportunities. The classroom was extremely inclusive, not only to children with ALN but also of different cultures and backgrounds. I particularly thought that their morning check ins were useful as it allowed the children to share how they feel and for teachers to be aware of anything they should be concerned or aware of.  This sparked an interest to research further into the idea of inclusion in the classroom. Through my research I found that Inclusion is important in the classroom and also modelling this is for children too. For the next steps in my practice, I have learnt not to make assumptions in my teaching plans about what children learn or can do, to focus on the whole class approach and to adopt a collaborative approach by communicating effectively with parents, teachers, and outside agencies. It has also made me aware of the barriers that teachers and children face when trying to be inclusive. It is important for practitioners to be aware of the impact of the family on the developing child, the barriers of learning, using policies that work in practice and the importance of continuing professional development. I will take all these things forward into my teaching practice as I agree that these are all significant factors which will impact on inclusion in the school environment. Finally, I think the main thing I have learnt from my critical incident is that positive teacher and pupil relationship is crucial, and this is what is going to feed into my teaching. And lastly, that all children are individual and as teachers we should be extremely aware of this. Using Kolb’s experiential learning cycle throughout this assignment, has especially influenced me, as I have reflected on my critical incident, learnt the key things I would put into my own practice and what I would do differently, researched further into these topics and now will be taking these skills and experiences into my future practice (Zwozdiak-Myers, 2012).


Conclusion.

In conclusion, I have found this assignment extremely informative and have really enjoyed writing it. I have been able to carry out an observation into a critical incident and research in depth into two topics relating to this. Learning about ASD has shown me how SIT helps not just children with ASD, but all children cope with being overwhelmed and regulating their emotions. Secondly, delving into the idea of inclusion, what this means and how this is achieved in education has been paramount to my practice. Not forgetting that there are barriers to both SIT and Inclusion and how I may overcome these as a teacher. I will take all these things into my practice, hopefully being able to provide an inclusive and supportive environment, where children can reach their full potential. Observing the teacher’s pedagogy and how they managed the learning environment and behaviour in the classroom, especially within the critical incident has enabled me to analyse the effective teaching strategies and take the ones I feel work best into my own teaching practice. On the other hand, it has also been useful to think about what things I would do differently and develop my own personal pedagogy. Overall, this critical incident has taught me how important the role of the reflective practitioner is and explains to me why professional learning is such a big part of the new Professional Standards for Teaching and Leadership. I have been able to build on many skills completing this assignment including, observation, knowledge and understanding, critical thinking, research, and practical skills. These are invaluable skills which I will take into my future practice, and I am excited to keep progressing and learning throughout my teaching career. 
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