Gabriella Harris
2205682  

University of Wales Trinity Saint Davies
Yr Athrofa Professional Learning Partnership
[bookmark: _GoBack]Secondary Religious Values and Ethics PGCE




The Learner: Who am I Teaching?
Critical Incident Assignment
ECAD6007
Word Count: 4105
























Introduction
The term ‘critical incident’ was first coined by David Tripp and is a theory that allows teachers to reflect on incidents that occur during their practice. The incident itself does not have to be critical or obvious in nature but it is more likely for the incident to be ordinary and common. At first these incidents may seem ‘ordinary’ but they become critical through evaluation (Tripp, 1993). Once a critical incident has been recorded it can be examined accordingly to understand its meaning in a broader viewpoint and to therefore encourage professional development within the teaching practice (Mohammed, 2016). By using Tripp’s critical incident method teachers are able to critically reflect on their everyday incidents and therefore progress and develop their own teaching practice.

The assignment will employ David Tripp’s method of ‘critical incident’ to reflect on an event that occurred during an observation day at a school in South Wales. Before beginning to analyse the event, the role of critical reflection will be considered and the important position it holds in initial teacher education programmes and the curriculum in Wales. Next the context of the school and the classroom will be briefly before moving onto a detailed description of the critical incident itself. These sections will be followed by a literature review that will specifically focus on two pedagogical themes: assessment for learning and differentiation. Once both of those pedagogical themes have been analysed, the assignment will move on to how assessment for learning and differentiation relates to the critical incident and from that inquiry, what can be done in future to improve understanding and professional development. 


The Role of Critical Reflection
In British research regarding the professional development of teachers and the education system the phrase “reflective practitioner” is a reoccurring theme. (Evans, 2002). Though there are debates amongst scholars about the true definition of a “reflective practitioner”, many scholars do seem to agree on how valuable the role of reflection is within the teaching profession (Marshall, 2019). The role of reflection is significant in teaching as by processing what is happening the teacher can deepen their own learning, make sense of what has happened regardless of whether it was successful or not and help inform on their future actions (Bolton, 2014). To be an efficient reflective practitioner you must be willing to critically reflect on your own practice. For a reflection to be critical you must make links between what occurred during the experience, what you learned from that experience and how you will employ what you have learned in your future practice (Ferraro, 2000)

As critical reflection is seen as one of the core success criteria’s for effective teaching, most UK initial teacher training programmes have implemented critical reflection as a vital part of their course (Bean and Stevens, 2002). This can be seen from the Modes of Teacher Training Education Project from 1991 which shows that during that time, over 70% of initial teacher education programmes included a type of reflective practice as a core element of the course (Barrett, Whitty, Furlong, Galvin, and Barton, 1992). The concept of reflective practice in initial teacher education programmes is important as it facilitates student teachers to develop their understanding of critically evaluating their own practice and concepts which is a skill they will need to employ continually throughout their teaching career in order to develop their practice (Farrell, 1998). Possessing the ability to be critically reflective gives student teachers a greater awareness of their personal teaching practice and how they can develop effective teaching methods (Ferraro, 2000). 

There are many different reflective models, one of most prominent deriving from Donald Schön. Schön’s reflective model looks at two different types of reflection: reflection on action and reflection in action. Reflection on action refers to reflecting on a past event and considering what you may do differently in the future. Reflection in action is the process of reflecting as the event is happening and determining how to act immediately in the moment. Schön’s reflection in action is particularly beneficial in the context of the teaching profession as teachers are regularly tasked with lessons not going as planned and having to think of making changes within the lesson (Schön, 1991). 

Another important scholar regarding critical reflection is David Brookfield. Brookfield’s reflective model has four main elements which each link to a method of reflection. The first lens in Brookfield’s model is known as our autobiographies as learners which leads to a course of self-reflection, whereas the second lens considers our student’s eyes and how student feedback can assist critical reflection. The third lens looks at colleague’s experiences and how peer assessment benefits all teachers involved. The final lens is theoretical literature which means that by being familiar with relevant literature and studies, teachers are able to deepen their understanding and further develop through reflection (Brookfield, 1995). Brookfield’s model is especially useful to teachers as the lenses, particularly the student and colleagues lens, are accessible to teachers in their day to day lives. 


School Context 
The observation and critical incident occurred in an English-medium newly built school in the Neath Port Talbot County where the students range from age 3-16. Within the school, there are 257 primary school students and 1095 secondary school students making the number of students on roll 1352. Even though the school is based in what is considered a more affluent area of Neath Port Talbot, the socio-economic backgrounds of the students is diverse due to the wide catchment area the school covers. The average number of pupils who are eligible for free school meals (FSM) is 25.2% which is above the Welsh average of 18.7% and above the average of the local authority which is 22% (Estyn, 2021). Although the socio-economic background is diverse, only 6.5% of pupils were recorded having ethnic backgrounds that were anything other than white British which is below Wales’ national average of 11.4 percent. Additionally, only 0.4% of students were recorded as having English as their second language which again is lower than Wales’ average of 2.9%. The amount of students that the school has recorded to have additional learning needs is 10.9% which is lower than Wales’ average of 12% (Welsh Government, 2021).

Throughout this assignment I will be following the guidelines established by the British Educational Research Association (BERA) which states that in research any participants should remain confidential and anonymous (British Educational Research Association, 2018). By following BERA guidelines, the anonymity of the school, staff and pupils will be provided and therefore the school will be referred to ‘school X’. 


Critical Incident 
The critical incident I observed occurred in a year 8 top set history lesson which began directly after the student’s lunch break. At the beginning of the lesson while the children were settling down, the teacher wrote the date October 10th on the whiteboard. The teacher explained that while they were completing the register the children were expected to consider why that date could be important. Once the register was completed, the teacher asked the for their ideas regarding October 10th. Child A was the only student to put their hand up and they appeared very eager to answer the question. The teacher asked child A for their ideas to which child A answered ‘It is Christopher Columbus Day.’ Child A went on to show that they had a lot of historical understanding around Christopher Columbus and so the teacher encouraged them to share their knowledge with the class. After child A had finished, the teacher praised them with ‘positive points’. In school X there is an online system where teachers can give ‘positive points’ to children for a variety of different positive behaviours, and once a child reaches a certain number of points they can choose a reward. After the teacher gave child A ‘positive points’, they set work for the class which consisted of three questions the children had to answer related to Christopher Columbus. However, the teacher gave child A two extra questions to complete which were questions that in order to answer would require further knowledge. 

At the end of the lesson I had the opportunity to speak to the class teacher and I asked them if it was common for child A to have a more advanced historical understanding than the rest of the students. The teacher explained that child A was passionate about history and would regularly go out of his way to do extra historical research outside of school hours. The teacher also revealed that in certain topics, child A can often finish the tasks faster than the other students and when that happens the teacher provides them with extra tasks that are more advanced in order to accommodate them. 

The part of this incident I found to be critical was the praise child A received from their teacher in front of their peers due to the knowledge he was able to express and how the expression of that knowledge led the teacher to provide child A with class work that accommodated his academic needs. After taking the opportunity to consider the critical incident, I have found that it could contain links to the four purposes set out by Graham Donaldson in particularly “all our children and young people will be ambitious and capable learners.” Through the encouragement of the teacher and the student’s own knowledge, Child A showed signs of being a student who; sets themselves high standard and seeks to enjoy challenge; can build up a body of knowledge; is able to explain the ideas and concepts they are learning about; and can undertake research to evaluate critically what they find (Donaldson, 2018).

Literature Review

Behaviour Management: Positive Reinforcement
One of the main issues teachers face in their career is experiencing and managing behaviour in schools (Rogers, 1998). There is a varied amount of studies focused on behaviour management, one of those being operant conditioning which was first developed by Burrhus Frederic Skinner. An aspect of operant conditioning states that behaviours that are met with positive consequences are likely to be repeated, whereas behaviours that are met with negative consequences are less likely to occur again (Skinner 1938, as cited in Burden, 2003). This is known as positive and negative reinforcement. This assignment will specifically focus on positive reinforcement and examine the central academic attitudes towards the principle.  
In the school setting, a variety of positive reinforcement techniques are used, one of those being social reinforcement (Conroy, 2009). Social reinforcement usually involves vocally praising a student for desirable behaviour they have exhibited (Kamery, 2004). It is important to remember that even though praise is a type of positive reinforcement, the terminologies are not interchangeable (Sigler and Aamidor, 2005). Cable and Shores (1980) work suggests that children’s behaviours are positively affected by teacher praise and teacher praise can correlate to children being more engaged and on task. Using praise as a positive reinforcement strategy also helps to establish positive relationships between students and teachers which leads to a more positive classroom environment (Conroy, 2009). However, it has been considered that there can be negative effects to using praise as a method of positive reinforcement such as issues with reducing achievement. It has been argued that praising a child can cause the child to feel pressure to exceed in future tasks as the child will be looking for the teacher’s approval. This means that the pressure caused by praise will hinder the child’s independent thought and creativity they were once praised for (Kohn, 2001). Though, social reinforcement is just one of a variety of positive reinforcement techniques.
Another positive reinforcement technique is token reinforcement. Token reinforcement can be described as after a child has exhibited a positive behaviour the child is given tokens, such as points, that can be exchanged for a reward for example free time or a gift (Doll, McLaughlin, & Anjali, 2013). Token reinforcement is common in the classroom environment as it can be quick and simple to employ and offers an instant positive response to behaviour (Stipek, 1993). Most children enjoy collecting points to achieve rewards, and therefore, token reinforcement encourages children to be consistent in their behaviour and develop a sense of responsibility for their own actions. (Iserbyt, Cheng, and Vanluyten, 2022). However, it could be argued that token reinforcement can often have a negative effect on a child if used incorrectly. Consistently giving rewards to children may lead to the child acting in the correct manner purely to receive a reward rather than because they understand what is acceptable and what is unacceptable (Condry, 1977). When rewards for positive behaviour are not offered to a child who regularly receives them the child becomes less motivated and engaged in the classroom (Kamery, 2004)

At surface level positive reinforcement is often seen as a simplistic behaviour strategy, when in reality it can be a quite complex technique to employ. One of the main issues that arises is accidental reinforcement. One of the reasons a child may be displaying inappropriate behaviour in the classroom is to gain the attention of the teacher. The teacher will usually verbally address the inappropriate behaviour and by doing so, unintentionally positively reinforces the child’s behaviour as the teacher has given the child what they initially sought after: attention (Itwa et al., 1994). Accidental reinforcement therefore reinforces a negative behaviour which may be repeated in the future (Sigler and Aamidor, 2005). It is often the case that teachers inadvertently focus their attention on children exhibiting inappropriate behaviour’s rather than to the child who is displaying positive behaviours. It has been argued that to combat this, teachers should aim to ignore inappropriate behaviour where possible (Koch, 2003) 
Positive reinforcement is a valuable tool teachers continue to use in order to manage behaviour in the classroom. There are arguments that suggest that positive reinforcement does not always have a positive effect on a child’s behaviour. However, these arguments seem to arise when positive reinforcement strategies such as social and token reinforcement are overused, or when accidental reinforcement occurs. When these strategies are used appropriately, positive reinforcement is predominantly perceived as an effective tactic for managing behaviour in a school environment.
Differentiation
Every classroom will have levels of diversity with children of different academic abilities, needs and backgrounds (Thomsen, 2012). Every child deserves to meet their full potential and this is achievable through differentiation. Differentiation is when a teacher takes the diversity of their classroom into consideration and adjusts the lesson plan to meet the needs of their students (Munro, 2012). There are a variety of ways to differentiate such as but not limited to using a variety of teaching techniques, adjusting curriculum content and developing tasks for different academic levels (Brighton et al., 2005). Differentiation creates an inclusive environment for learners when used effectively, however, there are reservations towards the principle. This assignment will evaluate some of those reservations, such as teacher workload and lack of clarity, to consider a different perspective of differentiation 

One of the main issues that occur with employing differentiation is the time teachers have to exercise the method efficiently. The majority of teachers deal with large numbers of children in their classes and getting to know the individual needs of each child can prove to be a difficult task (Westwood, 2001). Teachers who have larger numbers of children in their classroom may feel like they simply do not have enough time to provide a variety of different teaching methods and resources for each of their lessons depending on the needs of the children (Lawrence-Brown, 2004). The reality is that teachers do have a heavy workload and they may find considering the needs of individuals and using differentiation may add to that already substantial work load (Everest, 2003). However, it could be argued that differentiation is being looked at from the wrong perspective. It is impractical and unrealistic to think that teachers have time to change their teaching content and create multiple resources for each lesson, but there are other ways to differentiate. Differentiation can be as simple as a teacher changing their questioning by asking academic students more difficult questions to advance their knowledge (Westwood, 2001). Teachers may find the time to differentiate if they consider more simplistic ways of employing it.


The argument that simplifying differentiation is plausible, but teachers may consider there to be a lack of clarity when they are expected to integrate differentiation in the classroom as there is no conclusive guidance. There are a variety of ideas surrounding the best way to differentiate and teachers may feel overwhelmed and confused as to how to employ differentiation effectively (Brighton et al., 2005). It is difficult to comprehend the best way to use differentiation to cater for the needs of individuals and which methods and resources will be suitable. It could be said that teachers did not have the training required to differentiate effectively and as such are reluctant to implement the principle (West and West, 2016). When this is the case, teachers often plan for the students who are not regarded as high achievers or low achievers, but are instead somewhere in between (Brighton et al., 2005). By doing this, the high achieving students and the less academic students will be neglected. 

When considering this point, it could be noted that teachers should be supported with developing the skills of how to differentiate efficiently. One way to support teachers who are unsure of how to employ differentiation is for schools to provide professional development on the subject (Peter, 1992). Another way to support teachers is rather than expecting teachers to provide different lesson material and resources, they should instead be taught how to teach the same material effectively to all students (Dixon et al., 2014). Not only does this relieve the pressure of employing many different strategies to attempt to differentiate effectively, it should also save teachers time when planning their lessons. It is important that teachers get the sufficient support they require as differentiation ‘positively impacts classroom experiences, leading to improved attitude to learning, better skills and ultimately, better student outcome (Brighton et al., 2005, p.97).

In conclusion, differentiation gives children the opportunity to reach their full potential regardless of academic ability, needs and background. Teachers are often under the impression that they are expected to dedicate extra time they do not have to create multiple resources and lesson material to suit the needs of all their students. Even though those strategies can be effective they can also be unrealistic. Instead, teachers should find more simplistic ways to employ differentiation such as adjusting their questioning during lessons. There are other limitations to differentiation such as lack of teacher training around the strategy, however, if the support and training was provided differentiation could be used effectively to reach every child’s full potential (Westwood, 2001).

Reflection, Evaluation and Next Steps
As previously stated, the role of critical reflection is a vital part of the teaching practice which continues throughout your whole career. Through the initial teacher education course at the University of South Wales Trinity Saint David, I hope to develop the essential skills that are needed to critically reflect on my practice. In order to utilise these skills, I need to be aware of the models of reflection available and which of those models are most appropriate for my practice. From my research, Schön and Brookfield’s models of reflection are useful for the context of teaching. Schön’s model reflection in action will allow me to critically reflect on my practice instantly as I am teaching the students (Schön, 1991). Brookfield’s model includes feedback from students and colleagues in order to critically reflect which are both accessible to me as a teacher (Brookfield, 1995). Having an understanding of reflective models has allowed me to reflect on my critical incident and determine what types of research I could examine in order to further my understanding.

After reflecting on my critical incident, the research I decided to focus on was positive reinforcement and differentiation. In my critical incident, the teacher awarded the pupil with ‘positive points’ on their online system for communicating a deeper understanding on the topic of Christopher Columbus. Before my research, I was aware that giving children points for good behaviour was a form of positive reinforcement but I was unaware of the term ‘token reinforcement’.  After studying token reinforcement, I became aware of the positive effects it can have on a learner if used effectively. However, I am now conscious that if token reinforcement is not used effectively it can have its limitation and an overall negative effect on learners. The literature has told me that if token reinforcement is overused it loses its effectiveness and will no longer be a constructive tool for behaviour management. So, in my future practice I will ensure to use token reinforcement with caution and to reward positive behaviour when it is necessary to do so. The literature also informed me that teachers can often employ ‘accidental reinforcement’ and unintendedly positively reinforce a negative behaviour.  In my own teaching practice, I will take care to try to ignore attention seeking behaviour when possible and instead focus my energy on students who are exhibiting appropriate behaviour.

The second part of my literature review focused on differentiation in the classroom. During my critical incident, the teacher gave the child who exhibited a further knowledge of Christopher Columbus two extra questions to complete. In order to answer the extra two questions, a deeper historical understanding would be required. I immediately recognised that the teacher had differentiated for this child in order to help him reach his full potential. Even though the teacher made differentiation seem simple, the research I constructed in my literature review proved it is more complex than I first thought. The literature told me that in order to differentiate efficiently I must be aware of the needs of my students. In order to accomplish this in the future I will ensure I build relationships with my students to develop a deeper understanding of their needs so I can meet them accordingly. The literature also told me that some of the techniques used to employ differentiation do not always have to be complex and instead could be as simple as adapting my questioning to suit my student’s needs. This will be helpful in my future practice as it is likely that I will have large numbers of children and multiple classes and may not always have the time use other techniques such as creating multiple resources.

Overall, my literature review deepened my understanding of the use of positive reinforcement and differentiation in the classroom. By deepening my understanding I am able to critically reflect on my critical incident and review what I would do in the future to improve my professional development and practice. 

Conclusion 
This assignment has continually reiterated the importance of critical reflection in the teaching practice. This is consistent with the new curriculum for Wales where reflection is a reoccurring theme. For example, the Welsh curriculum has stated there are four main elements for professional development one of those being ‘reflective practice’. In order to be reflective in your practice the curriculum states there should be ‘opportunities to reflect critically and candidly on current practice, and being open to others’ reflections on how practice can be improved or developed’ (Welsh Government, 2018). The Welsh curriculum outlines the five professional standards for teaching: pedagogy, collaboration, innovation, professional learning and leadership. These five standards aid reflection and therefore advance professional development. For example, professional development states that a teacher should ‘consistently extend knowledge, skills and understanding and can show how reflection and openness to challenge and support informs professional learning to progressively develop pedagogy’ (Welsh Government, 2018).  These examples have shown that reflection is embedded in the new curriculum for Wales and reflection should be a skill that teachers are employing consistently and frequently throughout their practice in order to advance their professional development. 

This assignment has been produced with this view of reflection in mind. When I observed my critical incident I immediately detected two main areas of study to examine: positive reinforcement and differentiation. I evaluated both positive reinforcement and differentiation which broadened my knowledge of the topics. With the new knowledge I had acquired I was able to reflect on the critical incident I observed and consider how I may deal with similar circumstances in my own future practice. I have engaged the skills I have learnt on my initial teacher education course and the knowledge I have acquired from my research to critically reflect and I will develop this technique over the course of my career.
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