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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.
 
The observation of a critical incident in the classroom can be of great value to a practitioner providing that they use such an observation in a constructive way to develop their teaching, professional development and understanding of pedagogy. Richards and Farrell (2010) suggest that witnessing a critical incident can be a catalyst for professionals to reflect upon their current methods of teaching and assess whether such are effective. This process of self-evaluation and reflection allows professionals to “learn more about their teaching, their learners and themselves”. 
Whilst an observed critical incident can be used to aid professional development, it may also be used to understand patterns in classroom culture, child psychology and identify learning theories in practice. This essay will evaluate the effectiveness of Critical Incident Theory in comparison to that of Case Study Methodology, explore the context in which an observed critical incident took place and seek to evaluate the relevant areas of pedagogy and learning theories that contributed towards the seemingly inconspicuous incident that my judgement made a critical incident. 
The school in which the observations took place is an English-medium 11-18 comprehensive school located in Bridgend County Borough, Mid Glamorgan. As of September 2019, there are approximately 1,200 pupils on roll; 12 of which receive the support of the Additional Learning Needs centre that the school provides. (Wales Online, 2019) Although not exclusively, the socio-economic statistics of the school assist in facilitating a deeper understanding of the wider context of the school environment and its’ pupils. For example, the percentage of pupils receiving Free School Meals is, as of September 2019, 11.9%. This is considerably lower than the national average of 16.1% and the Local Authority average of 16%. The relevance of these statistics potentially manifests in a correlation often found between pupils who receive Free School Meals attaining less academically compared to their peers who did not receive such. A government report published in 2018 found that: “FSM-eligible pupils were 23% less likely to be in sustained employment aged 27 when compared to their peers who were not eligible for FSM. (Department for Education, 2018)  
 More specifically, the observation of the critical incident occurred in a Year Seven top-set French lesson. The class had a relatively equal gender balance and was conspicuously sat in a boy-girl seating plan, adhering to the whole-school policy for Key Stage 3 classes which requests all classes to be sat in a boy-girl ratio where appropriate as the school believes that this helps to maintain an effective classroom culture. 
In obedience of the 2018 BERA guidelines for ethical educational research, the name of the school, staff members and students involved will be withheld in order to maintain an appropriate level of anonymity. Therefore, the school will be referred to throughout this essay as ‘School A’ the classroom teacher involved in the critical incident referred to as ‘Teacher A’.  
Observation, as its’ name suggests, is a method of research conducted by observing using the five senses, often to acquire data or reach a conclusion from a primary source. Arthur (2012) categorises naturalistic observation into three distinct categories; the first of which he labels as ‘non-reactive observation’. Non-reactive observation requires the observer to be as detached from the observed situation as possible, in some cases even refraining from identifying themselves as researches. Of course, in the case of observation being conducted in an educational environment and involving children, this method is problematic in terms of ethical guidelines and how observers should acknowledge a moral duty whilst researching in order to adequately safeguard children. Whilst non-reactive observation techniques do not possess the same level of academic approval as their more traditional alternative techniques, they must be recognised as an unique method that fails to disturb or ‘break the skin’ of data, therefore effectively capturing ideologies that circulate at a particular space and time (Brabazon, 2010). Furthermore, when non-reactive technique is evaluated in terms of ontological considerations, such methods fit into the constructionism theory whereby social phenomena and their meanings are continually accomplished and revised by social actors (Bryman, 2004). 
The second of the categories is ‘reactive observation’, which contrasts from non-reactive observation as the observer often identifies themselves and outlines their intentions for observation and perhaps even how their research may be used. In some cases, observers adapting the non-reactive method may become an active participant in the action or situation that they are observing, however as researchers would do so carefully as to not affect any results. 
Finally, the third category identified is participant observation, where the observer immerses themselves into a situation and often becomes an active participant. Kellehear (1993) as cited by O’Brien (2019) draws attention to the dilemma surrounding the issue of persuasion when attempting to recruit participants and questions whether important truths and accurate findings in sociology can be best gained through ‘talk’ due to the fact that humans are “conscious, decision-making and often irrational”. This issue, raised by Kellehear, forms the basis of the decision to adapt reactive observation when observing the critical incident in the classroom. 
Although the ethics of research were at the forefront of all considerations and the permission to observe children was paramount, it must be considered that humans, naturally, behave conspicuously when being observed, and therefore it was important to not be wholly immersed in the situation. This is commonly understood to be the ‘Hawthorne Effect in practice’. Cook (1962) maintains that the term, as it is generally used, was first introduced by Festinger and Katz in their 1953 text Research Methods in the Behavioural Sciences. The Hawthorne effect is a type of reactivity in which observed subjects, often conspicuously, alter their behaviour or opinions in response to being observed. In research, this effect is problematic and can often lead to an anomaly or inaccurate results, often compromising the integrity of research. Therefore, to maximise the chances of the Hawthorne Effect affecting research, reactive observation was favoured. 
Once the most appropriate observation method was identified, it was imperative to understand why a critical incident methodology would be of more value than that of case study methodology. A case study is defined by Creswell (1994) as “A single instance of a bounded system.” This ‘bounded system’, or case, can range from an event, to group, to a community; however, is considered to be one singular entity. The case becomes “the basis of a thorough, holistic and in-depth exploration of the aspect(s) that you want to find out about” (Kumar, 2014). The case study method enables an observer to closely and thoroughly examine a particular context. To achieve this, commonly, the case study would be small in size to allow a thorough, specific contextual analysis of a situation. This is commonly recognised as an advantage of case study methodology. Furthermore, the qualitative findings that arise from a through case study have a unique ability to facilitate the shift from theory into practice by allowing an opportunity to observe a real-life environment which may offer an insight into the social complexities of real-life situations, that of which ‘may not be captured through experimental or survey research’ (Zaidah, 2003) 
When considering the potential disadvantages of case study methodology, a fundamental question commonly raised is “How can you generalise from a single case?” (Yin, 1984). Similarly, researches conducting an observation using a case study often face an inability to replicate and therefore, findings cannot be corroborated. 
The second potential research method identified was Critical Incident Technique. In comparison to the aforementioned Case Study methodology, which is detailed and complex, Critical Incidents are usually more simple, shorter and researchers are presented with very little background information; allowing for social situations to be interpreted at face-value with a decreased level of researcher bias. Critical Incidents tend to be ‘typical’ rather than ‘critical’ at first sight, but are rendered critical through analysis” (Tripp, 2012)
Critical Incident Technique is often a favoured research methodology as the findings collected are that of the researchers’ perspective and can be recalled in their own words without forcing them into a specific framework or requiring findings to align to a pre-conceived preferable outcome. Critical Incident Technique is often a useful tool to aid the professional development of teachers as “It is the unremarkable and everyday events that make up our routine professional lives that are often the best indicators of the patterns and values that underpin our practice.” (Tripp, 2012). 
A fundamental disadvantage of Critical Incident Technique is that all findings gathered from the observed incident rely on being adequately and accurately recalled by users. Due to the often-informal nature of observing a Critical Incident, appropriate research aids are rarely in place and therefore memory is relied upon heavily, which can often be lost or distorted in response to further incidents. 
Critical Incident Technique was the favoured method in this instance due to the nature of a classroom environment that observers must be careful not to be intrusive of and the lack inadequate amount of time available that would be required to conduct an effective case study. It must be recognised, however, that the observed Critical Incident has the potential to be further developed into a Case Study, upon the availability of more time and resources.
The critical incident was observed in a top-set year seven French lesson at the end of September. This is a time in the academic year, especially in the context of a lesson in which a Modern Foreign Language is being delivered to learners who possessed very limited prior knowledge of such, where one would expect oral French literacy skills to be limited. This pre-conception was disproved within 10 minutes of the lesson beginning as the Teacher began her lesson by having a 40 second conversation with each individual pupil that drew upon phrases and language learned in prior lessons. The lesson objective read “to use the phrase ‘quel âge as-tu?’ effectively.” The English translation of such is ‘how old are you?’
 To introduce the phrase, and more specifically correct pronunciation of such to the pupils, the teacher described a fictional news broadcast that she had viewed the previous evening that covered a new dictator named ‘Argent Two’. Appearing visibly distressed, she continued to say how she would ‘love to kill Argent Two’ and then requested that the pupils repeated to her that they too would ‘love to kill Argent Two’. By doing this, the learners were subconsciously asking the question “quel âge as-tu” with perfect pronunciation, as the phrase ‘kill Argent Two’ in English phonetically identical to ‘quel âge as-tu’ in French. The teacher using this method achieved two outcomes: the students were able to ask the question with accurate pronunciation, and secondly the students were able to remember the phrase effectively as the teacher added emotional significance to it by creating the false precept of the news bulletin and fictional dictator ‘Argent Two’.
 After explaining to the learners that ‘Argent Two’ was fictional and was merely a method of introducing the phrase, the remainder of the lesson encouraged learning through oral tasks where learners had to use the phrase in conversation with every other member of the class and were encouraged to correct inaccurate pronunciation. 
Whilst this lesson contributed foremost to the learners’ knowledge of the French language and oracy skills, it also partly fulfilled the Four Purposes of the Curriculum outlined by Professor Graham Donaldson in his 2015 report Successful Futures, a review of the education system in Wales and subsequent recommendations for improvement regarding the ‘Curriculum and Assessment Arrangements in Wales from Foundation Phase to Key Stage 4.’ (Donaldson, 2015)
Professor Donaldson identified four fundamental purposes of the curriculum that will develop young people both holistically as well as academically in order to prepare them to leave school and function as members of wider society. The first of the four purposes outlines that the curriculum should be constructed to facilitate the development of “ambitious, capable learners, ready to learn throughout their lives”. (Donaldson, 2015)
The aforementioned incident in the French classroom with the active and effective learning of the French language may be identified as the purpose of ‘ambitious, capable learners, ready to learn throughout their lives’ in practice, as the process of learning a language is often of a life-long nature and requires ambition and commitment over a long period of time. Ramsey and Wright (1974) identified from a combination of case studies a critical age for optimum success in learning a second language. Whilst the early age groups perform similarly, a sudden decline in attainment of learning a second language becomes apparent after the six to seven age group. Therefore, learners in Key Stage 3 onwards must be commended for their resilience in learning a second language despite psychological evidence identifying that such is significantly more difficult as a learner gets older, showing resilient, ambitious learners that Donaldson identified as a key purpose of the curriculum. 
 The observed Critical Incident may be identified as a key area of psychology and pedagogy in practice; Behaviourism. In relation to behaviourism, classical conditioning and reciprocal teaching were also evident in the French lesson. Therefore, this area of the essay will explore these areas of pedagogy in relation to their effectiveness when they manifest in the classroom.
The selected Critical Incident, the successful introduction of a new French phrase to pupils, relied heavily on an adequate understanding of child psychology and the effective utilisation of the memory of a child. The school of psychology, Behaviourism, commonly understood to be the product of John B. Watson, appeared to be an apparent in the teaching style of Teacher A. 
Watson, an American psychologist, published his views on Behaviourism in 1913 in his article "Psychology as the Behaviorist Views It”. In the case of the Critical Incident, Behaviourism is imperative to be considered as Watson believed language to be a "manipulative habit." The term was “manipulative habit” was intended by Watson to describe meant to describe how humans are uniquely able to manipulate sounds that one listens to. In this case, therefore, all learned language is conditioned through imitation. Furthermore, Watson believed that humans, often, possess the ability to associate certain words or phrases with certain actions or visual aids. Teacher A, when counting to ten with the pupils, assigned a certain physical action to every number. For example, for the number nine, ‘neuf’ in French, Teacher A would make the sign of a handgun with her fingers. This signal of a gun triggered an association to the toy ‘Nerf Gun’, which is phonetically identical to the number ‘neuf’ which then lead to the pupils making the link between the Nerf Gun and the French number nine. 
As Watson theorized that students engaged in behaviourism are essentially passive in the learning process and are simply imitating the knowledge of another, one must consider whether any learning is actually taking place. Mayer (2004) poses the question of whether students engaged in classical conditioning are really cognitive active, or whether students are merely engaging in ‘surface learning’. 
Differences in eras of history and the development of education must be considered when comparing the views of Watson and Mayer. Watson published his manifesto on Behaviourism in 1913, a period in education when examinations were of a solely summative nature, minimally differentiated and aligned to a bounded success criterion in which the appearance of desired knowledge was sufficient. This conforms to the school of Behaviourism that perhaps views the human brain as a ‘black box’ into which stimuli are presented followed by a response out of the other side. A behaviourist may maintain that because one is able to successfully predict behaviour without actually needing to the processes happening to achieve such stimuli, there is little value in understanding whether learners are cognitively active. Almost one hundred years later, when Mayer challenged Behaviourism, the holistic, wider picture of learning was of emphasis and it was more commonly acknowledged that conditioning information into the brain of a learner does not always constitute that the learner deeply understands what it is that they are learning. Whilst Teacher A indeed effectively taught the learners to count to ten in French and use the phrase ‘quel âge as-tu?’ consideration must be made towards what would happen when the learner is no-longer able to associate the French words with the action displayed by Teacher A that initially made the link. 
In response to an article published by Education Week in 2012 that suggested that teachers ought to learn neuroscience, Daniel Willingham published his controversial reply to such, that read “Teachers don't need to learn neuroscience, or better put, teachers shouldn't need to learn neuroscience--not to be protected from charlatans. Teachers need to learn things that will directly help their practice.” (Willingham, 2012)
This may be interpreted as Willingham presenting himself to be an advocate of Behaviourism. Assuming that professionals who place a necessity on teachers possessing an understanding of neuroscience and teachers who superficially claim to have such are whom he is referring to as ‘Charlatans’, these individuals are placing greater emphasis on an understanding of the brain and how learners process taught information than actual teaching which can be detrimental. 
A further criticism of Behaviourism can be found in the writings of Lemov (2010) who recognises that learning by watching others doesn’t account for the freewill possessed by learners. Simply, if a learner does not want to engage in conditioning, they possess the freewill to remove themselves from such. Wegner (2003) identifies that learners indeed to possess free will and have the right to exercise such, however, furthermore displays the problematic nature of such when it is being exercised by learners. He recognised that when our actions result in failure, humans are significantly less likely to perceive this as the result of their free will, and instead are increasingly more susceptible to blame such failure or shortcoming on those who taught us such information. (Wegner, 2003)
 In terms of teaching, and more specifically Teacher A who was teaching a language, the implications of this are that in order to ensure that blame cannot be placed on the facilitator of learning for a lack of effective education, it perhaps would be more effective to adapt a conditioning method such as behaviourism and partially remove freewill to ensure that information is learned, regardless of whether it is learned as ‘surface learning’ or learning of a deeper more substantial nature. 
The second apparent teaching method observed in the Critical Incident was that of Reciprocal Teaching.  Reciprocal Teaching places the student in the role of a teacher, with the students often put into pairs and tasked with teaching each other what they have learned during the lesson. In terms of the French lesson, Teacher A used this method and encouraged the learners to be constructively critical toward each other, emphasising on correcting each-others pronunciation. In a study of the effectiveness of different teaching methods conducted by John Hattie, Reciprocal Teaching ranked 0.74, indicating that the method is extremely effective in improving learning as the threshold for a practice being effective is 0.40. (Hattie, 2009). 
Theoretically, Reciprocal Teaching may be argued as a product of Len Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development (1978). According to Vygotsky, learners have the ability to develop their individual learning to a certain level, namely actual development, and another level of potential development in collaboration with an MKO (More Knowledgeable Other). By placing the responsibility of being the MKO on a Student, this is facilitating effective and constructive interactions between learners whilst giving students a sense of responsibility and importance, all of which may collectively contribute to a successful learning experience. 
Upon reflection of the Critical Incident observed, I expect the incident to shape my future teaching in many ways. Firstly, I believe that Behaviourism in practice, especially when used to introduce a new concept, is extremely effective. I am, however, weary of relying too heavily on conditioning in my teaching as whilst surface learning is sometimes appropriate, in my specific subject of Religious Education it is important that learners use new information to assist in critical thinking and forming personal judgements using active cognitive function. Whilst Teacher A using physical signals to trigger the recall of French numbers, it perhaps may have been useful to make links between the French and English words for numbers as the English words for numbers are less likely to be forgotten than the physical signals of Teacher A. 
Furthermore, in relation to the Assisted Reflective Conclusions (ARC) Model, the only potential missing element of the lesson in which the Critical Incident was observed was the lack of links to the cross-curricular responsibilities outlined by Professor Donaldson in Successful Futures of literacy, numeracy and Digital Competency. However, due to the nature of the lesson being a Modern Foreign Language lesson, this incident highlighted how sometimes these cross-curricular responsibilities are not appropriate to be made, whereas in other lessons their relevance may be increased.
 Observing the Critical Incident and the reflection on such was an appropriate practice of Professional Standards outlined by the Welsh Government for practitioners. Two of the main intentions of the standards are to “set clear expectations about effective practice during a practitioner’s career including, where applicable, entry to the profession and to support practitioners to identify areas for further professional development.” (Welsh Government, 2019)
Observing the Critical Incident allowed for both of these professional standards to be met as it allowed myself, as a student teacher entering the profession, to challenge my expectations about effective practices in teaching and learning and to identify areas for further professional development. The next steps in my professional development will hopefully include the opportunity to observe more lessons in which Critical Incidents may be identified as such observations will involve the manifestations of other areas of pedagogy and learning theories and therefore opportunities to assess whether they are effective in practice. 
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