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Introduction
In this essay I would like to explore a critical incident that I observed while working in a school. It was a moment that has stuck with me and has made me rethink how I interact with students, and what I would like to ensure I provide in the classroom every time I teach. This assignment has helped to focus my attention towards finding everyday classroom incidents that can be analysed and reflected on. It is our responsibility to as teaching practitioners to always be looking over our methods and strategies to evaluate what works and what can be done better. If a method is not working, we should not continue to use it. We must strive to always question our methods and make clear what our learning intentions are, and how we want to achieve those intentions. (BERA 2014) The critical incident I have chosen to reflect upon looks at ASD. I explored needs that may need to be addressed, and how we can plan to accommodate for pupils that find it difficult to take part in social and group tasks.  There are many avenues that can be investigated under this topic, so this is of course not an exhaustive list, but just some big areas I would like to start incorporating into my teaching.


Aim, focus and understanding of a critical incident

As mentioned above I would like to use this assignment to describe a critical incident I have observed, to delve into methods of being more inclusive when teaching children with additional learning needs. A critical incident does not have to involve a dramatic and negative teaching experience, it is simply a moment that can open an opportunity for reflection, a chance to go deeper into the complexities of learning theories and their practical applications. “Incidents happen, but critical incidents are produced by the way we look at a situation: a critical incident is 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 the significance we attach to the meaning of the incident.” (Tripp 1993)
To do the best for our pupils we need to be open minded, be wholehearted in our approach and feel a deep responsibility for our pupils (Dewey 1993).
Using models of reflective practice from Gibbs (Gibbs, 1988) it is helpful for analysis of incidents after they have happened, these times can be of great value and deeply impact teaching methods, however Schön’s (Schön 1983) practices are an invaluable skill to develop as the daily life of being a teacher requires you to make hundreds of decisions in every lesson. Each lesson can be totally unpredictable in how the children respond to your material, and often require on the spot changes to plans, and these changes can take priority over engaging abstract theories.

Overview of relevant literature

The opportunity to observe this critical incident has flagged up a couple of areas that I would like to reflect upon and discuss what literature can be linked to the relevant areas. The main areas for discussion are classroom inclusivity, specifically ways of providing support for the wide range of learning differences in our classrooms.  [USE THE LAST SENTENCE OF THIS PARA TO INTRODUCE THE DIFFERENT POINTS EACH PARA WILL MAKE IN A NESTED LIST]
 
A growing body of literature for example Kershner (2009) and Donaldson (2015) states that we need to be consciously creating inclusive classroom environments that encourages the pupils to participate, without barriers that are based upon assumptions surrounding the pupils’ backgrounds. By being inclusive, our pupils should not only be physically in our class, but they should learn and succeed in it (Kershner, R 2009), with all pupils making progress regardless of any learning difficulties.  The speed of this progress is not important, but their achievements and its significance should always be recognised (Donaldson’ 2015). 
Resilience in intricately linked to wellbeing and mental health. Resilience comes from building a culture in the classroom, where the children know that they can learn from their mistakes. It helps the children to react to things proportionally and when they come across challenges in future, they will react reasonably.


[bookmark: _Int_bSJwSR1v]While these are good standards to keep ourselves accountable to, in practice this idea can be too simplistic. For example, do teachers go to the children with the more pressing needs first? If so, then surely there will be children who that are always neglected, as it is often the quietest children who are in the most dangerous position and most likely to be overlooked (Collins, J. 1996). Not all students needs will be met at the same time, but they can be met more often with the help of experienced and knowledgeable supporting staff. Together we can create a bigger picture of the learning differences in our classes as, Professional Standards for Teaching and Leadership talks about the student-teachers need to demonstrate deep “knowledge, understanding and experience of high expectations and effective practice in meeting the needs of all learners, whatever their different needs.”. In secondary schools, one teacher will encounter many children each day; for this reason, one person cannot know the delicate complexities of each pupil’s mind.  Therefore, one issue can be the amount and quality of attention children are given. 
considering the needs of each pupil. To ensure that not all the time teaching is not spent differentiating. If we are allowing time for the pupils to understand the material they are working with, that will automatically bring more quality to the information they are retaining. Each school has the resources on the register each morning that details any learning differences that need to be considered. So, most lessons should already have made provision, and have allocated time to deal with any issues. 
The child I was observing during the critical incident struggled to understand verbal instructions and create the mental picture the teacher was describing due to their ASD. One method I have seen repeatedly to help pupils who struggle with verbal instructions is ‘scaffolding’, a term coined by Wood, Bruner and Ross (1976). This describes the support given to a child by an adult when the child cannot carry out a task by themselves. Assessment for Learning argues that teachers must ensure that every pupil understands what they are doing and sees what they need to do to improve and how they can get there. Bruner similarly concludes: “The learner can be helped to achieve full mastery by reflecting as well upon how she is going about her job and how her approach can be improved. Equipping her with a good theory of mind- or a theory of mental functioning- is one par of helping her to do so.” The concern is for teachers to strike the balance between supporting and scaffolding versus enabling the pupils to always over-rely on their teacher for support, ultimately stopping themselves from gaining independence in their learning journey. For example, Benson highlights the importance of the support given being temporary, “Scaffolding is actually like a bridge used to build upon what students already know to arrive at something they do not know; if scaffolding is properly administered, it will act as an enabler, not as a disabler.” (Benson 1997) It helps the pupils to organise their thoughts, if they can’t visualise how to start a project or get distracted along the way, they can get back on track. Explicit and well-thought through scaffolding is thus integral to supporting ASD pupils. 
ASD can make socialising difficult as the pupils may not understand turn taking, social rules, tone, sarcasm. They often prefer working by themselves without seeing the benefits of working with others. (The ‘severity’ of this can depend from person to person of course). Pupils who struggle with this could benefit from explicit instructions which make the outcomes clear, step by step lists, visual instructions, role play scripts for working with others, how to take turns and specifically allocate roles during group tasks. Another way of supporting the learning of pupils with ASD is to support their relationships with staff and peers. Dewey argues that schools should be an extension of the home and community (Dewey 2007), while Howard and Burton (YEAR) also suggest that schools should use their opportunities to embed mental health into the curriculum by providing buddy and peer mentoring systems alongside mindfulness and nurture groups. 
Anxiety can come from not knowing what should happen next, so having it laid out clearly can help them anticipate how they should do their work and help them use these skills in future. (Autism Wales). Donaldson’s successful futures puts an emphasis on the role the school plays in terms of integrating wellbeing into the curriculum. The amount of 15–16-year-olds who are reporting to have anxiety or depression has doubled in recent years (Action for Children, 2023).

Creating extended social interactions between peers can help develop social skills and help promote overall social inclusion. Bruner and Haste (1987) explains that “through…social life, the child acquires a framework for interpreting experience and learns how to negotiate meaning in a manner congruent with the requirements of the culture. “Making sense” is a social process;”. Through social interactions they can also continue to learn class work from teaching one another. For example, “A central theme of Piaget and Vygotsky’s theory is the effectiveness of asymmetric relationships which foster the knowledge from a more knowledgeable peer to a less experienced learner.” Colette and MacBlain (2012) The aim of peer collaboration is for the learner to become ‘a head taller’. 

Returning to the critical incident, the opportunity to work as a group would have been great to see as each one in the group could have taken a turn to be the knowledgeable other. In this context Child D would have learned new skills from their peers, learned deeper social interactions, budgeting skills, art skills, creative advertising skills, while other learners would have learned a lot from child D too, learning new vocabulary for their project, working out mathematical problems, skills on how to give a persuasive pitch, and attention to detail, all of which are important skills for all learners. These are skills that would have taken a long time for a teacher to demonstrate, but only a couple of hours for a group of peers to teach one other. 

 School Context
This critical incident observation took place in an English medium secondary school with an age range of 11-18 years old, and is based in the Swansea Local Authority. The school has around 1300 pupils enrolled. The class consisted of 26 mixed-gender pupils in year 7 with a range of abilities, two other pupils requiring help from one teaching assistant. The school adopts a vision that is in line with the New Curriculum for Wales and incorporates the Four Purposes. Each of the ALN children in the class had an official diagnosis along with an IDP. 

Critical incident:
This school-based incident occurred in a year 7 class, with a mixed ability group. The class had been given an assignment and were split into groups. Each group would run a business together to learn about fast fashion. The project was chosen to help embody one of the four purposes in the New Curriculum for Wales: to create enterprising and creative contributors. The teacher wanted to help the pupils to know how to apply new skills to various situations and help them feel ready for life and work. The pupils had previously been researching successful people in business, learning about manufacturing processes, and were now going to put into practice things that they had been researching. After creating their ‘business idea,’ they would then bring items from home or be able to ‘purchase’ extra items from the teacher to make the product, while maintaining a budget, and finally make the design come to life and pitch it to the pupils in the year above. 
Each group member was assigned a specific role, Child D (the child I was observing) being assigned the role of accountant as the group wanted to give Child D something they felt confident in. Child D was highly capable in many of their school subjects, especially maths, science, and ICT. Child D had been diagnosed with ASD, had a Teaching Assistant who had been working with them since September, and enjoyed a positive relationship with their class teacher. 
While it was great that Child D was kindly given a role they enjoyed, they became bored and under-stimulated, disengaged from the task- which Young Minds recommends allowing for opportunities for the pupil to remove themselves from the situation or class for a short break to self-regulate and come back with a fresh mindset-. D was not involved in many of the group ‘business’ decisions, and the other children did not know how to involve D in discussions without D trying to dominate and take charge of the whole project. The group would often get upset by Child D or simply ignore and exclude them. D did not understand the objective of this task, as they expressed repeatedly that they could do a much better job of it alone, the rest of the team were too slow, and indecisive and did not share their ambition or vision for the project outcome. D felt they were being made to ‘fail’ as they could not achieve their best. 
Ultimately, D was reprimanded by the teacher and teaching assistant for being rude about their classmates, the teacher telling D that this was the assigned task and so they just had to accept it and work together. The teacher hoped D would remain with the team, get involved and soon see the benefits of the task. Instead, D grew frustrated for not being heard, and was loudly saying that no one understood their point, and that they would not be able to do the task ‘properly.’ Autism Wales recommends clear communication with the child, that we work with their interests to give them to motivation and clarity to help them tackle their tasks. It may be hard for the child to see the big picture you are trying to prepare the class for. Explaining the purpose behind the work can give them much more motivation to complete their work. Child D began to act out, hitting the table, shouting their opinions, causing concern and distress among the other pupils. To appease D, the teacher decided to let them do the task alone instead. However, as so much time had been wasted until this point, D began to panic that they now had to finish a big project in little time with no help (from a team) and realised there were many smaller tasks that they did not know how to do. D became terribly angry at his classmates as they were now finishing. Once the time was up, D destroyed their own project, as they felt they had failed, and were so embarrassed and ashamed to ‘fail.’  
Several issues were raised by this one assignment; however, had child D just been given a few moments of support during this task, to be given a new perspective on the job ahead, they would have had the opportunity to unlock the other lessons hidden within this assignment. The assignment was focusing on learning how to become enterprising and creative contributors, but it also linked heavily to being ethical, informed citizens as they learned about fast-fashion and the harm it is causing both in terms of labour laws and the environment. It also inspired the pupils to be ambitious and capable in what they as individuals and as a group, could achieve. Even with all these links, it could also have been a fantastic opportunity to also incorporate being healthy, confident individuals “ready to lead fulfilling lives as valued members of society.” (Donaldson 2015) This raises a key point regarding education as a whole: that our pupils wellbeing is essential to their ability to take in information, to learn, to succeed in their relationships, their academic life, and their working life.

Teaching and learning methods
Identifying this classroom based incident has opened the pathway for reflection and analysis on teaching and learning methods, and how that analysis could be applied to future incidents on a wider scale.
When D was allowed to work by themselves, they began some very impressive work. They quickly produced a design and a vision for what materials would be used to construct it. They built a prototype in a meticulous way and were progressing at a faster rate than their peers. The concepts and language they were using in the presentation were advanced for their age, sounding like an experienced businessperson (not all the language was used appropriately; they had clearly heard pitches and had been able to memorise the language needed). With the appropriate scaffolding or support from peers, they may have been able to see the progress that had been made and see what little needed to be done to finish, rather than become so overwhelmed and give up.
This task could have been modelled for the pupils. A short video of how business projects come about, having each team members role being brought to life and how they work together. Video modelling has shown to be more effective for acquisition rates (Charlop-Christy and Davenshvar, 2003), it can also help with developing empathy and seeing things from another person's perspective (Happé et al., 1996) and finally it is a lot quicker and easier to manage in a busy classroom environment (Graetz et al., 2006). Alternatively, when a child like D is struggling, showing them the other groups and how they have divided up their task could be of great benefit in helping them visualise what they must do. In preparation for this project, they could have done a smaller task in the same way, working as a group on a small chunk of the project in a lower stakes environment with less pressure to allow for practicing working as a group. This could have given D time to see each person in their role, and what their jobs were. This may help them to build on their understanding of peer and work relationships, to build positive experiences that they will try to recreate in group environments, in the future. 
Had Child D been better equipped to navigate social situations or regulate their emotions they would have been better prepared to deal with the stress of the assignment, had better control of their impulses, and been able to achieve their goal. It is vitally important to help children achieve emotional literacy, to use their emotions positively as it flows into so many aspects of their lives.  (Health and Well-Being in Early Childhood. Rose, Janet. First Edition 2016. Pg98) Using visual aids and a detailed list to plan out each task may have been very helpful here, (as we read about in the literature review section, it is helpful tool to help keep pupils on task) as well as being careful to use clear and direct language, with purposes of the task clearly set out while trying to minimise chances of misunderstanding through, for example, the use of sarcasm, idioms, and humour. (Autism Wales 2023) Using this kind of format could help create a good habit for future tasks that pupils like D can keep coming back to. 

We can help our pupils learn about and use strategies that may help them access learning more easily. Some pupils may be able to struggle on and mask their difficulties for many years until increased pressure is put on them, often during GCSE’s or A-levels, where, suddenly, their self-made strategies to struggle through fail. It is not fair to the pupils that they have had to struggle through and at major life deciding moments they are being hindered because they have not been given the tools necessary to navigate stressful and demanding situations. However, helping pupils find a range of tools that may help them and highlighting different means of support for various issues can help give them skills for life. Donaldson’s successful futures talk about a curriculum that helps children develop lifelong skills that will naturally flow into adulthood, skills like the ability to work collaboratively, independent and confident in their individual work. Lego therapy is a great intervention method which uses a similar premise of assigning roles to people (supposed to be great for autistic children, to help understand collaboration, turn taking, finding your strengths, self-control, group rewards). I would like to encourage my pupils to be part of this when necessary. It can be a task that involves children with or without ASD to learn to work with each other and learn from one another while doing something fun. It has clearly assigned jobs for each pupil and helps facilitate social interactions. Wester-Stratton 2016 explains that developing relationships among pupils with their peers, teachers, family is so important, by helping to improve emotional regulation, social interactions they can lead on to greater academic achievement, improving behaviour, and overall well-being..

I would also like to work on managing the fear of failure mentality in the classroom, supporting and encouraging individuals to feel safe to make mistakes and know how to learn important lessons from those mistakes. Building a class that has understanding and empathy towards one another, equipping them to comprehend other’s weaknesses or blind spots, and to be patient with each other. Some steps to do this can include setting standards at the beginning and throughout the year that we do not laugh at one another's opinions, that we do not just take answers from children with their hands up but showing that anyone can and will be asked to think of an answer. When a student does not know the answer, we can encourage the pupils to take a moment to discuss it with a friend or help each other as a class to come to an answer. Using mini white boards so everyone can provide an answer but does not have to feel embarrassment if it is wrong as no one will see except the teacher.  
We can only do our best to model desired behaviour and educate them to the best our ability. Modelling values we want the pupils to have, showing the kind of patience and empathy we would like to see spreading in the classroom, and in our society more generally. “Good relationships are intimately connected to pupil wellbeing, classroom learning and effective discipline. They give pleasure to the participants, provide a foundation for learning, and pre-empt trouble.” (Andrew Pollard) 
 



Conclusions

This assignment aim was to engage in reflective practice after observing a critical incident. Through this lens it has allowed for a deep analysis and reflection into how I can be more accommodating and inclusive in my teaching practice. We can help our pupils learn about and use strategies that may help them access learning more easily. By using reflective practices from Schön and Gibbs and seeing it through the perspective of Donaldson’s four purposes it has instrumental in helping me develop my understanding of inclusive practice. Using strategies such as modelling tasks and using video modelling to increase understanding, using clear direct language providing  tools to achieve emotional literacy and resilience to help pupils feel better equipped when navigating stressful life events, and facilitating social interactions.









Bibliography:

Tripp, D., (1993) Critical Incidents in teaching: developing professional judgement. Routledge
(Vygotsky, 1978, p.102) (Vygotsky, L.S. (1978). Mind in Society: The Development of Higher Psychological Processes. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.) 

BERA (2014) ‘The role of research in teacher education: Reviewing the evidence interim report of the BERA-RSA inquiry’,

Collins, J. (1996) The Quiet Child. London: Cassell

Charlop-Christy, M.H. and Daneshvar, S. (2003) Using video modelling to teach perspective taking to children with autism. Journal of Positive Behaviour Interventions, 5(1): 12-21

Happé, F., Ehlers, S., Fletcher, P., Frith, U., Johansson, M., Gillberg, C., Dolan, R., Frackowiak, R., and Frith, C.D. (1996) ‘Theory of mind’ in the brain: evidence from a PET scan study of Asberger syndrome. Neuro Report, 8: 197-201.

[bookmark: _Int_E6Bme9YF]Graetz, J., Mastropieri, M. and Scruggs, T. (2006) Show Time: Using video self- to decrease inappropriate behavior. Teaching Exceptional Children, 38: 43-8.
Wood, Bruner and Ross in 1976

Benson, B. (1997). Scaffolding (coming to terms). English Journal, 86, 7, 126-27.

Judith Winn (1994) “promises and challenges of scaffolded instructions,” learning disabilities quarterly 17 (89-104)

Dewey, J. (1933). How we think: A restatement of the relation of reflective thinking to the educative process. Boston, MA: DC Heath and Company.

Dewey 2007, pp15-17 (Pring, R. (2007). John Dewey: A philosopher of Education for our time? London: Continuum International Publishing Group.) 

Micheline Mason has said (2007, personal communication),

Special Educational Needs: A guide for Inclusive Practice. 2nd edition 2016. Edited by Lindsay Peer and Gavin Reid

Health and Well-Being in Early Childhood. Rose, Janet. First Edition 2016. Pg98

Professional Standards for Teaching and Leadership 

The Incredible Years® Series A Developmental Approach, Carolyn Webster-Stratton 2016

Learning Theories in Childhood. Gray, Colette and MacBlain, Sean 2012

Kershner, R. (2009) ‘Learning in inclusive classrooms’. In Hick, P., Kershner, R. and Farrell, P. (eds) Psychology for Inclusive Education: New Directions in Theory and Practice. Abington: Routledge

The Teacher’s Reflective Practice Handbook: becoming an extended professional through capturing evidence informed practice. Zwozkiak-Myers, Paula., London:, Routledge, 2012., Total Pages xv, 206

Children’s mental health and emotional well-being in primary schools: a whole school approach. Howard, Colin,; Burton, Maddie,; Levermore, Denise,, Second Edition, London:, Learning Matters, 2020., Total Pages 174 pages;


 Schön D. (1983). The reflective practitioner. London, England: Temple Smith.


? Kolb’s 1984 Experiential Learning Theory
Websites:

Autism Wales
https://autismwales.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/2017_Autism-A-Guide-for-Mainstream-Secondary-Schools-Eng.pdf  

Young Minds
www.youngminds.org.uk 
https://www.gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2019-01/ways-of-supporting-learners-with-autistic-spectrum-disorder-asd.pdf  

Donaldson’s Successful Futures
https://www.gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2018-03/successful-futures.pdf  






	
	
	



