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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.

Introduction
	
Education in Wales has changed. Moving away from the traditional curriculum whereby there is a strong focus on stats and assessments, the new curriculum aims to provide an education full of rich, broad, and balanced experiences through what is known as the ‘four purposes’ (HWB, 2020). To make children ambitious, capable learners, enterprising, creative contributors, ethical, informed citizens, and healthy, confident individuals, it is clear that current educators and future educators need to adapt to this framework and become reflective practitioners, collaborators, and critical thinkers.  
Critical incidents have been defined in different ways by many scholars over the past decades. (Brookfield, 1990) states a critical incident to be something which is an unplanned event that occurs during or even outside class. Further to this, (Tripp, 1993, p.8) states that it is an “interpretation of the significance of an event and 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”.  From these definitions, we can see that a critical incident is an event that takes place which allows the teacher to reflect upon the incident. Teachers in Wales must be able to reflect critically and be able to identify critical incidents to develop their practices as teacher.
This research paper will be critically evaluating a school-based critical incident, reflecting upon the incident and what implications it can have for my future practice. The essay will look at existing literature around my critical incident and finally will have a reflection section where I will how the findings will inform on my future professional and personal development.

Role of critical reflection

With the new curriculum now in place, teachers in Wales will have a different role in education to what is usual. Critical reflection will form as a vital part of the professional development of teachers in Wales. It is now more than ever that teachers in Wales need to develop a mindset of reflection to aid their development. Reflection is a self-examination and evaluation process where individuals can reflect on what has happened. In relation to teaching, the effective teacher regularly engages with this reflection process, to actively improve their practice and further their development as teachers (Shandomo, 2010). 
Critical reflection is a term related to ‘critical thinking’ but rather critical reflection focuses on getting individuals to ponder on their practice and ideas, then challenging themselves to contemplate and examine their thinking and the reasons behind them. This goes in hand with reflective thinking, which is an analysis of classroom events and observations. Due to the many elements of teaching, it requires teachers to have constant and continual classroom observation, evaluation, and subsequent action, and so to be an effective educator it is important to look beyond what happens in the classroom and shift the focus towards understanding the ‘whys’ ‘how’s’ and ‘what if’s’ of what has happened (McKnight, 2002). Constant reflection as an educator will lead to this understanding of looking beyond what happens in the classroom. 
According to Liu (2017) “the goal of critical reflection should be transformative learning”. This idea of critical reflection will be prominent in engineering Welsh teachers towards meeting the national goal of education in Wales. The constant reflection will allow teachers to be in a frame of mind where they are developing ideas and information of context specific strategies and techniques to help reach the goal. Any critical reflection which teachers do is useful for them as whatever they reflect upon from specific events can be “reinvested into professional actions” (Collin et al., 2013, p.106), further developing their teaching practice.
There are many different methodologies and theoretical principles which underpin critical reflection and can be used for educators to develop their own practices. For example, Kolb’s cycle of reflective practice. This four-stage reflective cycle is designed to help users learn from experiences they’ve encountered (Kolb, 1975). This reflective cycle helps educators to analyse and draw upon conclusions from experiences with the aim of using it in new experiences.

Professor Graham Gibbs created his own version of the reflective cycle, which was a more detailed approach, involving six steps. (Gibbs, 1988) reflective cycle provides a framework for reflection which supports learning from experiences. The framework first focuses on emotions, feelings to gives recommendation for any future actions. 



Observation

As per the BERA (2018) guidelines, anonymity will be throughout for the school used in this case study to protect the identities of the school, the staff, and pupils.
‘Researchers should recognise the entitlement of both institutions and individual participants to privacy and should accord them their rights to confidentiality and anonymity.’ (BERA 2018 Guidelines)
The critical incidents this essay looks at came from observations undertaken at a primary school which is located in a socio-economic diverse area in the East of Swansea. The school is a two form-entry with a total of 16 classes across the school. There are approximately 500 pupils at present, making it one of the largest primary schools in Swansea. The school caters for pupils aged three to eleven.

The information below about the school was retrieved from an Estyn report on the school in 2014, and the school confirmed that there has been little change since then. The school which the observations took place had roughly 35% of pupils on free school meals, with it being 14% higher than the nations average in Wales. 16% of the pupils in the school were identified as having additional learning needs, but very few pupils have special educational needs (SEN). There are 18% of pupils who are from an ethnic minority background, with 16% of those speaking English as an Additional Language. No pupils were reported as to having Welsh as their first language (ESTYN, 2014). 

The class used in this critical incident case study was year 1, with observation notes from classes nursery, year 1 and year 3 which are found in the appendices. The year 1 class had 27 pupils, with the main class teacher and two teaching assistants. The class had two pupils with needs, one with autism and with severe behavioural needs.



Critical incident

The critical incident which will be discussed in this essay took place after lunchtime. The children had come into class from lunch and were told to sit in the carpet for afternoon register. Following the register, the teacher explained to the class what they would be doing for the afternoon. The activity was to go outside into the play area and carry out a float / sink activity. The teacher had been called in to have a meeting, which meant that they were not present during the incident. One of the teaching assistants took lead of the activity, whilst the other worked with the child with ASD.

Coming back inside the classroom from the activity, the teacher called all the children to come and stand on the carpet so she can see if everyone was present. As all the children made their way to the carpet and sat down, child X stood standing and wandering around the class. After the whole class were inside and sat on the carpet, the teaching assistant addressed the child standing and told him to sit down. The child was refusing to sit down and was heading towards the door. The TA stopped the child and again repeated for him to sit down, but child X still refused. The TA then went on to remove one of the child’s teddy bears from his teddy chart. 

When the teacher took the teddy bear of the chart, child X started to cry telling the teacher that “it is not fair that you took a teddy bear away”. The teaching assistant then proceeded to explain that it is fair as child X had not listened to the right instructions. The teacher then said that if child X sat down with the rest of the class, then he can easily earn the teddy bear back. Looking at this incident, we can link it to one of Donaldsons’ four purposes. It can be linked to ‘Ethical informed citizen’ as child X will be able to “understand and consider the impact of their actions when making choices and acting” (HWB, 2020). This is a valid link to one of the four purposes as child X will become an ethically informed citizen by understanding that his actions can have negative impact.

After conversing with the teacher about the teddy bear chart, the teacher had explained how the chart works. Child X has five teddy bears on the chart. If by the end of the child’s school day, there are any bears left, then they can have 10 minutes of free choice. This can include anything which the child enjoys doing. However, if there are no more teddy bears left, the child will not be rewarded with anything. From hearing the concept of the teddy bear chart, we can also link this incident to another one of the four purposes, ‘healthy confident individuals’ (HWB, 2020). This idea will help ‘form positive relationships based upon trust and mutual respect’ (HWB, 2020 between the teacher and student as they came up with this together and also it will allow the child to ‘take measured decisions about lifestyle and manage risk’ (HWB, 2020).

Literature Review

Importance of classroom management

Classroom management is arguably at the centre of teaching and learning in schools. A classroom which is well-managed and disciplined can provide an educational experience full of excitement and energy for all who are involved. However, unfortunately, teachers can face a huge crisis in managing the classroom in an ordinally fashion due to student behaviour which can sometimes ruin the classroom environment. Managing behaviour in the classroom is certainly one of the most important aspects of having a positive environment. Being able to manage students behaviour in any classroom setting is a tough task, but once it is done, will have reaping rewards. Misbehaviour can be defined as “any behaviour that significantly interferes with the child’s own learning, other children’s learning or responses, or the teacher’s ability to operate effectively” (Merrett & Wheldall, 1984, p.87). From this we can convey that misbehaviour can cause an effect on the whole class and can be the reason as to why the class is not flowing, and therefore teachers must be able to deal with any sort of misbehaviour as it can determine how smooth a class is run. Furthermore, for both experienced and new teachers, behavioural problems which occur in the classroom are a source of stress and burnout for those teachers (Griffith, Steptoe, and Cropley, 1999). 
Classroom management is vital for pupils as it allows them with opportunities to learn the different kinds of things teachers do to organise time, pupils, and materials (Sieberer-Nagler, 2015). Having a good management of the classroom, should allow pupils to thrive in the environment, maximising their potential to be well mannered and behaved pupils.  Effective teaching and a positive environment in the classroom with minimum disruptive behaviour require planning and consistency (Parsonson, 2012). This suggests that teachers need to ensure that they are on top of their planning to best manage the classroom, as the less they plan, the more difficult it can be managing the class as teachers would have to do a lot of on-the-spot thinking. Furthermore, it is a very important skill for a teacher to have when it comes to effectively managing the classroom, as for example, the time taken for a teacher to rectify misbehaviour caused by poor classroom management results in lower rates in academic engagement in the classroom (Sieberer-Nagler, 2015). 


There are several factors which can lead to a successful classroom management. (Kern and Clemens, 2007) found factors which contribute to this. Amongst the factors were: Clear rules and expectations which are applied fairly and consistently. The frequent use of praise verbally and non-verbally. Praise was shown to influence pupils who earned it and those around them. Predictability of events and activities was also another factor, along with having opportunities to responds and participate in different classroom activities whilst being inclusive to all students and finally offering students activities which are in line with their ability. Further to this, (Simonsen et al, 2008) found evidence supported practices and identified them into five categories, with them being: clear behavioural expectations and feedback on those expectations; actively engaging with students; having good structure and predictability; acknowledgement of good behaviour and finally responding to unwanted behaviour. These categories give a clear line of what is needed for a good practice of classroom management.

Poor classroom management is a factor of disruptive behaviour. In the United Kingdom, it was estimated that 80% of disruptive behaviour was due to poor classroom organisation, planning and teaching According to the Elton Report (1989, cited in the Office for Standards in Education, Children’s Services and Skills 2005, section 65, p.15). We can see clearly from this how much of an affect that poor classroom management can have on pupils, impacting their behaviour negatively. Teachers play a massive role in ensuring that the management of discipline in the classroom is of the highest standards. Those teachers who can manage discipline in the classroom have the capability to deal with students’ emotions and behaviours to ensure that participation in the teaching and learning process is active, which as a result will allow for the achievement of the objectives of teaching and learning. 

Negative reinforcement in the classroom

One area which can be looked at from the critical incident is the use of reinforcement in the classroom. The idea of reinforcement and punishment comes from a psychologist called (Skinner, 1953) who introduced the theory of operant conditioning. Operant conditioning is a way of learning using rewards and punishments for behaviour. The behaviours which are reinforced will most like be repeated, whilst behaviour which is punished will likely occur less (McLeod, 2018). There are different ways in which operant conditioning can look in the classroom. For example, for both punishment and reinforcement, there can be two outcomes, positive punishment/reinforcement, and negative punishment/reinforcement. Positive punishment would include adding a stimulus to decrease a behaviour, whilst negative punishment would include removing a stimulus to decrease behaviour, for example taking time off break. Positive reinforcement would look at adding a stimulus to increase behaviour, for example, praising certain behaviours, whilst negative reinforcement would look at removing a stimulus to increase behaviour. From the critical incident, we can see that negative punishment took place, where the class teacher removed a teddy bear so that the child would listen to the teachers instruction. 

Research has shown that reinforcement in the classroom can be beneficial when used properly. For example, (Bernier et al., 2012) found that 93% of the time during instruction, students pay attention when the teacher is using positive reinforcement techniques. This clearly shows the impact that positive reinforcement can have in the classroom.

Negative punishment can be effective in eradicating unwanted behaviours as pupils will start to associate the loss of something positive with any negative behaviour which they show. However, for it to be well and truly effective, educators must be consistent in providing the negative punishment each time it happens. It is also vital to point out that reinforcement and punishment, whether it negative or positive, should always be directed towards the behaviour rather than the individual.

Token economies are a system which can be employed in school as an alternate to negative punishment. Mainly focusing on reinforcement, token economy has been proved to be effective in decreasing disruptive. Behaviours in pupils and found to increase in academic performance. For example, (Shakespeare et al., 2018) conducted a study to examine the impact of token economy system as a tool for modifying disruptive behaviour in Manchester. They found that the use of the token economy system was effective in reducing disruptive behaviour as the students’ behaviour level after the intervention was low. For example, fewer warnings were given out to pupils. Disruptive behaviour such as disorderly conduct decreased to 40%, quarrelling in the class decreased to 13% and fighting levels decreased to 5%. This shows the impact implementing token economies can have in the classroom and on pupils. Furthermore, it was also found to have an impact on students’ academic performances and had a positive impact on relationships between students and teachers and student to student. This was due to the fact that disruptive behaviour had decreased, which led to a change to a change in the classroom environment, from hostile and tense environment to where students can express themselves freely. From this study, we can deduce that the implementation of the token economy system was very effective in minimising the disruptive behaviours in pupils.     


Reflection 

The experience of my critical incident will have an everlasting effect on my future practice in teaching. Before my experience of the critical incident, naturally I assumed that when pupils misbehaved in the classroom, teachers would just scold and shout at them in order for them to behave in the way which is required. I had not really thought about the different ways in which you can handle these types of behaviours. It was vital to experience this as it expanded my knowledge on how to deal with unwanted behaviours in the classroom. Rather than shouting at students, and making an even more hostile environment, I seen that a way in which you can go about rectifying unwanted behaviour is through using operant conditioning. From the literature, we can see that the use of reinforcements can be useful inside of the classroom. The reinforcement or punishment technique will come into hand for my future practice. It is important to make sure not to use punishment in a way where pupils will get upset to the point where no learning occurs from that behaviour. The use of punishment will be so that pupils know what they did wrong and are given the chance to rectify their mistakes. 

Token economies may also be useful for me in my future practice. From literature, it is evident that token economies have shown effectiveness in the classroom and has shown to decrease different types of disruptive behaviour. From this, I can take a few of these examples and look to implement them for when I am teaching. Token economies has also shown to have a positive impact on academic achievement, which is always a very good sign in education, and shows that it will definitely be able to aid me in my role. 

I can also see how imperative it is to have an adequate level of classroom management. Classroom management is arguably the most important aspect of teaching as the way in how smoothly your class is run will depend on how good the classroom management is. I will ensure to always be on top of classroom management whether it being behaviour management or organisation. Through the findings of the literature from this essay, it is clear that classroom management will play a paramount part in my future practice as a teacher. To be able to have a calm environment and be a calm presence to the pupils I’m teaching, I must ensure to always be on top of my classroom management. 

The use of critical reflection allowed me to experience something and then reflect upon it, using what I learnt, in my future experiences. It was vital using a reflection template as it helped me go through a cycle of reflection. It is imperative that as a educator, critical reflection takes place continuously, as there is continuous learning to be made. With the fast-changing education system, and with the new curriculum now in place in Wales, it is more important than ever that educators are reflecting frequently to be able to provide the best education they can for the pupils. Reflective practice will play a huge part in shaping the way educators undergo their practice. It will be key for educators to use reflection to inform themselves on what works well in their practice and what does not, with the aim of continuously working to develop those things which do not work in the classroom. 

For my own professional and personal development, I aim to continually utilise my understanding of critical reflection as it will be vital for me to be reflecting whenever and wherever I possibly can as it will allow me to assess my role from different angles. I will aim to enhance my personal development by writing my experiences in a daily journal and using my Personal Learning Passport. Entering this profession, I must remember to be open minded and allow to learn and accept the different possibilities and opportunities which will present themselves. I must also accept failure as part of this learning process. Being a critical practitioner, will allow me to look at my experiences in a light where I can learn from and improve, creating something better for my future practice.

Conclusion

To conclude this assignment, critical reflection is key and will be key for teachers in Wales going forward. The power and importance that reflective practice holds have been demonstrated in this essay and only by continuous reflection and working with others, will we see real change in the field of teaching and education. Staying on stop of classroom management and continually reflecting on what goes well and what does not, will ensure that needs of students are being met. 

It is vital for teachers to collaborate with other peers and have a strong sense of communication between them, as through collaboration, teachers can share ideas and thoughts about certain aspects of a child seduction and can offer suggestions, which will have a huge impact on pupils ensuring that they are in good hands with up to date and correct information. Collaboration will allow to share different teaching methods between staff and can also share methods of disciplinary actions. These will allow for the students’ needs to be at the centre of the relationship between peers and having their needs at the core of your practice will result in positive relations with pupils and staff. 

Overall, this study has allowed me to value the importance of a critical incident in education as it has provided me with long-lasting impacts on my future practice. The findings of my study will enable me to be a developing teacher for my students, better equipped at teaching them at high standards.
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Appendices

Record 1
	Date and time, year group: 26/9           Year 1       13:30


	Where and When: Context of the observation – subject/AOLE, general classroom context

Inside the year 1 classroom, on the carpet. Children had just come back inside from doing a floating/sinking activity outside along with free play. 
Just after lunchtime.





	What happened: a detailed description of the critical incident (the more detail the better to refer to in your later work)


The children had just come back from outside where they were having free play but also taking part in a floating/sinking activity. Upon returning to the classroom, the teaching assistant instructed all children to sit down on the carpet. Child X remained standing and ignored teachers’ instructions. The teacher repeated for him to sit down but he still stayed standing. Teacher then resorted to removing a teddy bear from the child’s teddy chart, with the child crying and saying, “it’s not fair”. The teacher then explained that it is fair and that he had to listen to instructions to earn his bears back. 
Upon questioning the teacher about the teddy chart, I found that this chart was used for the child behavior management. There are 5 teddy bears on the chart and if there are no teddy bears left by the time the child leaves, then they will not receive a reward. If however there is at least one bear still on the chart then the child receives 10 minutes of free choice, doing whatever they like and choose to do. 

Later, the teacher explained that this child had behavioral issues.





	Areas of possible exploration: what you think could be” under the hood” in these incidents? What avenues of research could you consider?

This made me wonder what kind of strategies work for pupils with behavioural issues. If a child is known to have issues with managing their behaviour and not listening to instructions, then different strategies must be in place to achieve the desirable behaviour. This can also link to the idea of negative reinforcement, to see how effective removing a stimulus is when wanting to change the behaviour.

Behavioural strategies to reduce inappropriate behaviour




	Notes: any details you can note (is it a busy environment, is it after lunch, are there lots of distractions, are directions made explicit - the more you can refer to the better here)

The environment was busy as the children were coming back from outside.











Record 2
	Date and time, year group: Nursery 26/9 10;30


	Where and When: Context of the observation – subject/AOLE, general classroom context

Midway through first session in the morning. Inside the Nursery classroom. 




	What happened: a detailed description of the critical incident (the more detail the better to refer to in your later work)

The children were playing in their different areas. As it was in Nursery, the children were loud and distracted in their play. To get the students attention for tidying up, the teacher shaked the tambourine and within seconds majority of the children stopped what they were doing and froze, waiting for instructions from the teacher.




	Areas of possible exploration: what you think could be” under the hood” in these incidents? What avenues of research could you consider?


The use of the tambourine led me to think about what different strategies teachers can use to gain children’s attention, especially at such a young age where it may be more difficult to gain their attention. I could link this to the theory of Operant condition by B.F. Skinner.





	Notes: any details you can note (is it a busy environment, is it after lunch, are there lots of distractions, are directions made explicit - the more you can refer to the better here)


The class was a very busy and noise environment as all pupils were playing in different areas. There were lots of distractions as children were focused on their play










Record 3
	Date and time, year group: Year 3


	Where and When: Context of the observation – subject/AOLE, general classroom context

Children have come into class, just finished doing the register and dinner register. All children on the carpet whilst teacher is explaining the well-being check ins. 
Linked to AOLE, Health and Wellbeing.



	What happened: a detailed description of the critical incident (the more detail the better to refer to in your later work)

The children had just come inside the classroom and sat down onto the carpet. After taking the register and dinner register, the children were tasked to fill out an online wellbeing check-in sheet via the laptops in class. The well-being forms were anonymous, with children able to state how they are feeling, from the options of ‘I am happy’, ‘I am sad’ and ‘I am tired’. The children also had a long-answer box where they can write to their teacher about any problems which they have. 




	Areas of possible exploration: what you think could be” under the hood” in these incidents? What avenues of research could you consider?

With well-being being a huge part of the new Welsh curriculum, I thought it was worth it looking into this aspect of teaching. It is worth researching how important it is for pupils to be able to share the feelings with their teachers, without it being known to the whole class. Pupils sharing how they feel privately can have a huge impact on their school day and their learning, as they may feel a weight off their shoulders by sharing their feelings and having a chat with the teacher. It is also worth looking at different strategies for pupils to express their feelings and well-being.





	Notes: any details you can note (is it a busy environment, is it after lunch, are there lots of distractions, are directions made explicit - the more you can refer to the better here)


This was the first time trailing out the wellbeing check in form this year and so the teacher had to show all children via the whiteboard how to access the forms. Teacher then checked for understanding by asking some pupils to go through how to access the forms. The aim was to get the class familiar with doing this and to try and do it every morning.








