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Introduction

Tripp described a critical incident as  “… an interpretation of the significance of an event. To take something as a critical incident is a value judgement we make, and the basis of that judgement is a significance we attach to the meaning of the incident.” (Tripp, 2011)

Critical Incidents can be commonplace or typical events, but these events or incidents can become critical through analysis. By identifying, analysing and reflecting on these incidents, we can inform professional practice and employ improvement strategies. 

Tripp’s Critical Incident Methodology is an important tool for new teachers to employ in their classroom practice. It supports the identification of relevant literature and can help the teacher to develop greater self-awareness of what could and should be improved, as well as highlighting strengths and good practice. 

Tripp’s Critical Incident Methodology has two key stages focusing firstly on ‘What’ (information gathering), followed by ‘Why’ (research and analysis). This can be seen as a continuous cycle of Observe - Analyse - Plan - Develop.

During this assignment, I will be focusing on a critical incident that I observed, during a two-day visit to a Primary School. I will describe the incident in detail and critically review relevant literature, evaluating and reflecting on how this information could be utilised to implement improvement strategies.  


The role of critical reflection

The role of critical reflection is essential in the analysis of critical incidents. It is how we can gain an increased understanding of a situation, in order to take control and seek possible strategies for improvement. A key purpose of analysing a critical incident is to identify practices that are not working. It can also highlight good practice. It is important that critical reflection follows detailed and accurate evidence gathering, so that reflection is based on valid data. 

Some benefits of critical reflection include:
Problem solving and clarifying areas you suspect may not be working.
Challenge our assumptions and identify underlying issues.
Develop critical thinking.
Evaluate existing practices.
Support professional judgement and lead to greater self-awareness.
Identify valid solutions and effective future action.
Identify action research opportunities. 
Support the professional development of teachers.

Reflective models
There are many reflective models which we may consider. Whilst individual models differ, the critical role of analysing, reflecting and moving forward, is fundamental to each model. John Dewey is recognised for his role in introducing the idea of reflective practice and the experiential learning cycle, as part of his theories regarding progressive education. He highlighted the importance of reflection for both the teacher and learner and suggested that learning should be seen as a cycle of experience. 
Based on the work of Dewey, Kolb developed the Learning Cycle, which highlights the importance of critical reflection, to change and take learning forward. The learning process is a continuous and repeating cycle. 



















 (Inspiring, 2018)

Merizow’s theory of Transformational Learning closely links to Kolb’s theory of Experiential Learning and Constructivist Learning. Merizow developed the theory of Transformative Learning, in which Critical Reflection is a key component. The cycle of Transformative Learning, starts with an experience, followed by critical reflection on that experience and ultimately, personal change or transformation.
Critical reflection is an appraisal of the validity of the presuppositions of a person’s perceptions, and the scrutiny of their foundations and consequences. It helps learners to critically evaluate their learning and also be more creative and receptive to new experiences and knowledge. (Appendix B)
(Appendix A & C)

Other models include:
Gibbs developed the six stages Reflective Cycle, leading from a description of the event, to an action plan for the future. It includes ‘feelings’ about the event. 
Schonn  His model considers reflection in action, during an event.
Brookfield His model includes 4 lenses or perspectives that teachers can use for self-reflection. These are; autobiographic, students, colleagues, theoretical literature.

Link to reform in Wales and development of teachers 
Critical reflection is fundamental to education reform in Wales. In March 2014 Professor Graham Donaldson was tasked with conducting a Review of Curriculum and Assessment Arrangements in Wales from Foundation Phase to Key Stage 4. The aim was to achieve a world-class education for the young people of Wales. 
‘Successful Futures’ an Independent Review of Curriculum and Assessment Arrangements in Wales, was published by Professor Donaldson CB in February 2015. 
Evidence was sought from an extensive range of sources, from stakeholders to results from Estyn inspections and the Programme for International Students [PISA]. The analysis revealed good practices such as Foundation Phase, Welsh language and Bilingualism, as well as areas that need improvement, such as out of date provision for digital technology.
A significant area identified for further development is the teachers’ role in formative and summative assessment, which will become more critical, with the greater emphasis on assessment within the new curriculum. A key recommendation is initial and continuing professional development programmes to support assessment practices. (Appendix D)
 
The Professional Standards for Teaching and Leadership reflect practice that is in line with delivering the new curriculum. The Standards highlight the importance of reflective practice as an integral part of continuing professional learning. The Professional Learning Passport is an online tool that can be used to support ongoing critical reflection and learning for the teacher and is developmental in promoting further professional growth.  (Appendix E)


Observation

During this assignment regarding my observed critical incident, I will follow the British Educational Research Association [BERA] guidelines, to ensure that the school, staff and pupils will remain anonymous throughout.

My observation took place in a mixed-gender Primary School, in the local authority of the City and County of Swansea. It is an English Medium School, with 365 pupils ages 3 to 11. Classes include nursery, infants and juniors. There are 12 mainstream classes and 2 specialist classes for children with ASD.
My observation took place in one of the two Reception classes.

Important facts that need to be considered, whilst I reflect on the critical incident include;
The critical incident took place in September, in a reception class. Therefore the children were very young and very new to the class. Some would have come from nursery or childcare provision and for some, this would be their first time away from home and parents or carers

As the critical incident took place first thing in the morning, children could have been experiencing a wide range of differing, heightened emotions, such as excitement or anxiety and nervousness. 


Critical incident linked to Donaldsons four purposes

The critical incident is the morning arrival routine, on day 2 of my observation visit. Children made numerous deviations from what was required of them when performing the routine. 

The reception children entered the classroom from the inside and outside doors. The Teaching Assistant stood outside the external door, whilst the Teacher prepared resources on the computer, whilst waiting for the children to sit on the carpet in front of her when they were ready. 

Once inside, the children went to the cloakroom, which was connected to the bathroom. They had hangers with their pictures on top. They were expected to hang up their coats, bags and lunchboxes. They could then use the toilet if necessary and a few did. However, the washing of hands was compulsory for every child once they had hung up their belongings.

For this part of the routine, there was no supervision and some of the children struggled to get their coats off. One child who had difficulty with his coat became frustrated and angry with another child. Six children could not fit their lunchbox on their peg and left them on the bench. This caused problems later, as lunchboxes were frequently knocked to the floor. 
Some of the children did not wash their hands correctly. Four children just ran the tap and washed their hands without soap. Many were not as thorough as recommended by the NHS. Children should dry their hands, with blue towels or the hand dryer but three children did not use either and wiped their hands on their jumper. One child did not dry his hands at all. Taps were left flowing after each child. 
The children then entered the classroom and sat on the carpet in front of the teacher.

The failure to complete an important routine correctly, might suggest the learning that has taken place, is not developed to an extent that the children reliably perform the task in the context that the observation took place. However, it could be more of an issue of behaviour or lack of motivation to complete the task correctly. There are health implications linked to poor hand washing, even more so at this time with the COVID19 pandemic.

Donaldson’s 4 purposes:

























(Mosley, c2021)

I selected two of Donaldson’s Four Purposes, that are most relevant to this situation. 
The aim is that all children and young people will be:

“Healthy, confident individuals who are ready to lead fulfilling lives as valued members of society
They will:
Have the skills and knowledge to manage everyday life as independently as they can
Have the confidence to participate in performance, face and overcome challenge
Take measured decisions about lifestyle and manage risk
Form positive relationships based on trust and mutual respect

Ambitious, capable learners, ready to learning throughout their lives
They will:
Set themselves high standards and seek and enjoy challenge
Build a body of knowledge and have the skills to apply that knowledge in different contexts
Question and enjoy solving problems” (Hwb, 2020)
(Appendix F)


Literature review

Key topics that have emerged for my literature review are:
Performing routines, behaviour and motivation.
Early years learning.

I chose to research Skinner, regarding routines, behaviour and motivation and Montessori for her theories on early learning.

Burrhus Fredric Skinner 
1904 -1992

 Key thinking
Patterns of behaviour will continue if it is positive for the child
Negative results will impact the child and they will cease to take action or continue with what they were doing 
Rewards and punishments should be encouraged to help guide and influence the children

Skinner focused on behaviourism and psychology related to the science of behaviour. He looked at ‘operant conditioning’ believed that it was more important to study ‘observable behaviour’ than aspects such as emotions and intentions. 
Even though many of his experiments were based on animals, he believed that there was no reason why proven theories could not apply to humans. This is because we as humans are controlled by the consequences of our actions, whether positive or negative. “the real problem is not whether machines think but whether men do” (Skinner, 2014) Skinner also used his children with the ‘baby crib’ experiment. Skinner related a lot of his work to other theorists such as John Watson and the basic principles of ‘behaviourism’.

Skinner looked at negative and positive reinforcement. For the well known ‘Skinner Box’ experiment, he created a confined, soundproof box with a trigger lever. Rats were placed in the box and when one applied pressure to the lever, food was released. Over time, after accidentally knocking the lever, the rats learnt that pressing the lever releases food. However, some rats never gained this understanding and therefore did not get the food. This experiment was based around positive reinforcement, as the rats performed an action to consequently, be rewarded with food, which in turn, kept them alive. This ‘Skinner Box’ experiment was based on the notion of Thorndike’s theory of ‘law and effect’, as the reward of food, led to the repeated action of applying pressure to the lever. Skinner also discovered, that if there was no reward after pressing the lever, the action would decrease and stop.

Eventually, the rats understood the task so well, that Skinner changed the experiment. He applied electric currents, instead of food. The rats learnt, that they had to switch the electric current off by using the lever when they entered the box. Skinner then added a warning light, and the rats learnt that when a light appeared, the electric current would be turned on and they had to use the lever to turn it off before they got a shock. This experiment looked at negative reinforcement, as the rats knew that if they did not switch the lever, they would have an unpleasant shock. This experiment highlighted how behaviour could be changed and modified and that changing the variables of the experiment, leads to less reliance on a pattern of behaviour.  


















(Cherry, 2020)

Skinner believed that introducing rewards and punishments may change behaviour for a short period of time, however, this does not fully reinforce the particular behaviour. He suggested that using positive rather than negative reinforcement, was a better way of producing desired results. Skinner’s Box experiment is similar to the way that Pavlov experimented with his dog and conditioned him to salivate when a bell rang. However, Pavlov looked at ‘classical conditioning’, rather than Skinner’s 'operant conditioning’, as the dog expects food when a bell has been rung. Therefore, the dog has a reflex result, rather than a controlled response. 

Criticising Skinner
Skinner was widely criticised for relating the behaviour of rats to potential human behaviour. Nye supported the idea of some common responses between rats and humans but he recognised that humans are more rational in their thought process. He felt Skinners’ approach showed a lack of respect for people.
Noam Chomsky a linguist, challenged the extent of the learning that could be acquired by rules and repetition, for example, language cannot be developed by these means.

Personally, my greatest criticism of Skinner’s theory is to question the validity of experimenting with animals and relating the findings to human behaviour. He assumed that animals have similar behaviour to humans. To fully support his theory he could have based some modified experiments on humans, who tend to be more tentative and think about their decisions before fully committing to actions, whereas animals tend to be more mechanical thinkers. Skinner’s approach does not take account of the complexity of human thinking and attributes such as creativity. 
I also criticise Skinner’s work due to the cruelty to animals who were confined and in many cases starved.


Maria Montessori 
1870 - 1952

Key thinking
Children should be encouraged to use their common sense to develop their learning
Use the interests of the child to lead the learning pathway
Hands on approach is key especially in development

The work of Montessori has been very important in changing attitudes towards early childhood learning and education and underlies many aspects of early years education today. 

Initially, Montessori focused on children with ‘mental deficits’, observing their behaviour and implementing some of her medical techniques to help them. While working with these children, she believed the problem was with the teacher’s approach and the environment, rather than the children being incapable of learning. She believed that when given the right resources and environment, the children would want to learn. 

Montessori created a children's house for migrant workers’ children. She did not have a lot of equipment or funding and made many of the resources herself. She closely evaluated what equipment the children used and what they disregarded, as well as how beneficial it was to them. Montessori discovered that the children were able to sustain concentration for a considerable amount of time, whilst doing a chosen activity and were able to educate themselves through absorbing the information needed. “never help a child with a task at which he feels he can succeed” (Dm, 2021) Montessori found that children gained self-confidence and self-worth as they developed, through using her technique.
 
(Via freedom, c2021)

Neil and Pestalozzi supported Montessori’s idea that children should enjoy freedom from the interference of teachers when at play. Montessori’s child-centred methods and the role of the teacher as an observer, facilitator and director are supported by Malaguzzi.
Montessori’s work influenced ‘constructivists’ Piaget and Erikson, who believed every child is different and they gain knowledge from their experiences.

Montessori developed a method that was made up of three components: the child, the favourable environment and the teacher. To help her understand further, she split the different ages of children into four sections that are also subdivided. 

Absorbent mind - birth to the age 6; 
Conscious mind - 6 to 12 years; 
Abstract mind - 12 to 18 years;
Adulthood - 18 to 24 years.

Developing her theories from this, Montessori advocated the importance of children's independence and freedom, so that they can decide what learners they want to become. She created the idea of the favourable environment that allowed children freedom of choice, giving them confidence to become active learners. 
Montessori suggested that teachers should step back and observe what children are doing. This would allow their natural instincts to unfold, rather than be suppressed by strict teaching.

Criticising Montessori
In the Early Years Foundation Phase Curriculum, there is still evidence of Montessori’s theories but there are many aspects that are outdated or no longer relevant. Critics of Montessori include: 
John Dewey believed her methods limited children’s creativity. He saw the importance of experimenting with a wide variety of different materials.
Beth Stubbs noted the absence of resources and opportunities for children to engage in imaginative, fantasy and dramatic play.
William Heard Kilpatrick criticised the way that children perform in an isolated manner, with a lack of social interaction.

Personally, I agree that children need to learn through play and gain independence, however, there does need to be an element of guidance from the teacher. Not all things that need to be learnt are suitable for self-discovery and experiential learning, particularly when learning facts, rules, routines and especially health and safety.  

Montessori suggests in her work, that the learning environment should be adapted in a specific way to help children learn, as well as develop their personalities and individuality. However, the rigidity of the environment and materials goes against the idea of children developing their individuality and uniqueness. 

A lot of Montessori’s suggested materials are plain and simple, whereas I believe in the value of multi-sensory materials, resources and opportunities, including the outdoor classroom experiences. Many quality learning resources are accessed through technology, which was not available when Montessori developed her theory. 

Montessori’s approach limits social interaction, group work, responsibility to others and developing the teacher and child relationship. We cannot always enjoy exploring our own interests without deferring to the needs of others and the lack of interaction may go against emotional development and wellbeing. Social interaction is key in developing the child's personality, as they can seek help, as well as learn from others and their actions.

Comparing Skinner and Montessori
Both Skinner and Montessori use the approach of an observer, to let their children/animals follow through with the task themselves, rather than intervene. In a way, they both created an environment in which there was development and learning taking place. They shied away from intervening as much as possible so that the learners are self-reliant. Both Skinner and Montessori reinforce the importance of independence when trying to achieve behaviours, including learning. They both agree that it helps development and the ability to carry out specific tasks, as well as expanding future potential. 

do what he wanted them to do. In contrast, Montessori looked at how the children choose what interests them and learn through the resources provided. Skinner’s theory focuses on some sort of initiator or reinforcement, whilst Montessori believed in self-motivation and freedom to learn through experimentation. 
This could be summarised as Skinner focusing on behaviourism and Montessori focusing on learning.(Appendix A, B, C, G & H)


Reflection/evaluation and next steps

My research led me to reflect on how the theories of Skinner, Montessori and others, can help me to understand the critical incident and identify how improvement might be made.
Both Skinner and Montessori advocate the role of the teacher as an observer, allowing the learners to gain knowledge in the correct environment, leading to independence. This raises several questions for me. 
Had the children developed the skills and knowledge to be able to carry out the routine or did the learning need reinforcement?
Would the children have performed the routine better if the Teacher or Assistant was observing? 
Was it merely a lack of motivation to carry out the routine carefully or maybe the children were in a hurry to reach the classroom? 
Could problems in performing the routine be the result of peer influence, as once one child rushed through the tasks, others followed?
Could the environment be improved to help the children, for example, identify where to place lunchboxes that are too large for the coat pegs and check whether the taps are stiff or difficult to turn off? This links to the importance of the correct environment, for example, Skinner’s Box and Montessori’s assertion that the environment should be laid out in a way to suit their social and emotional needs. A struggle with a coat can lead to the day starting badly for the child. Should help be given or should the teacher speak to a parent or carer about it?

The morning routine is something that the teacher wants the children to learn, rather than something children are self-motivated to master. This relates more closely to Skinner and the tasks he set the animals than to Montessori’s self-directed learning. Skinner looked at reward and punishment as motivators, with reward being more effective than punishment. A reward could be considered for the correct completion of the morning routine. This might simply be achieved through the Teacher or Teaching Assistant, noticing and acknowledging good performance and praising individuals or the whole class. 
A discussion could be held on the carpet, following the routine, around who used soap, who dried their hands etc. This could also be a good opportunity to reinforce the importance of good hand washing.
It may also be appropriate for the routine to be part of a more structured system of rewards. The most important aspect of any reward system is that it is fairly and consistently applied.  

Montessori stresses the importance of the ‘absorbent mind’ stage of a child's life. The reception class children fall into this age group. She argued that this stage of a child’s development is key to future learning and personality development. Montessori believed that their mental health needs to be taken care of, as well physical health. The difficulty in removing coats is something that children would overcome and be competent at if repeatedly attempted, as was the case with the food acquisition in Skinner’s Box but this might have an adverse effect on the emotional wellbeing of the struggling child and those around them, who could be impacted by any upset.

In order to take the next steps, I would need to try and find answers to the questions I have posed above. It is vital to identify why children are not adhering to the routine. To do this, I believe further observation is essential. If the routine is not being performed correctly when the children know their actions are being monitored, this could highlight a need for further learning reinforcement.

The morning routine is an important element of the school day and hand washing is an action repeated numerous times during a day. It is important to keep reminding the children of the importance of the task and what is expected of them. Monitoring may include interventions to correct inadequate action during the routine. Observation of the routine could be carried out less frequently as confidence in the children’s performance increases. 

I am interested in carrying out further research into reward systems and how they can be applied to motivate children to learn mundane but important information.


Conclusion

After reflection on my identified critical incident, I appreciate the importance of keen observation and critical reflection, to identify potential problems and seek improvement. The classroom is so busy, and it is very easy to miss small incidents that make a big impact on individual children, as well the class as a whole.

Routines are not the most exciting thing for a young child to learn but they are there for a reason and the effectiveness of the routine is reliant on each child playing a full part in its completion. 

Sue Cowley stresses the importance of the morning routine in her book ‘Getting the Buggers to Behave’. 

“Get a clear routine in place, train your children up, and the start of your day should run smoothly” (Cowley, 2010)

It is important in a reception class, particularly so early in the academic year, to remember just how unfamiliar the environment and experience are for the children. Developing independence and confidence takes time and every child is different.

“Young children are very much at the beginning in learning personal, social and emotional skills such as empathy and managing their anger. For early years practitioners developing these skills is just as important as other aspects of learning.” (Cowley, 2010)

It is our role as educators, to support the children and nurture them whilst they settle into the education system. We should constantly observe and question what is happening and critically reflect on how we may continually improve.


Appendices 

A) Understanding & using Educational Theories, Karl Aubrey & Alison Riley

B) Understanding & using Challenging Educational Theories, Karl Aubrey & Alison Riley

C) Teaching Today by Geoff Petty

D) Successful Futures - Graham Donaldson - hwb.gov.uk - Welsh Government

E) EWC.Wales - Education Workforce Council - Professional Learning Passport [PLP] - Professional standards for teaching and leadership

F) Curriculum for Wales - Graham Donaldson - hwb.gov.uk

G) Introduction to Education Studies, Steve Bartlett and Diana Burton 

H) A Practical Guide to Teaching Today Fifth Edition, Geoff Petty

I) Getting The Buggers To Behave, Sue Cowley 
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