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INTRODUCTION

A critical incident within a school environment is the opportunity for, in this instance, a student-teacher, being myself, to observe an individual student or a group of learners.  Teachers work with a range of personalities within the classroom and by having an understanding of who we are teaching and how we respond to incidents through observation will develop my individual professional teaching practice and my own judgment for the future.  The critical incident methodology derives from educator and author David Tripp who says,  ‘radical and lasting change in practice is always the result of personal change’ (Tripp, 2012, p. xi).  Through further exploration of an observed incident teachers will have a deeper understanding of why we do what we do and are therefore able to validate our actions within a classroom (Tripp, 2012, p. 5).  Being a reflective practitioner allows for up-to-date knowledge through research.  Going forward, we will be better equipped to deal with certain situations.

In this assignment I will be exploring the theory of behaviourism focusing on where operant conditioning came from and how it can be used as a learning theory within a classroom.  I will also look into the role the teacher plays using a positive reinforcement approach and the effects of this alongside behaviour analysis using Maslow’s hierarchy.  The critical incident I observed relates strongly to these theories due to the incident involving an individual pupil showing positive behaviour and the way in which it appeared to motivate the rest of the students in the class. 

ROLE OF CRITICAL REFLECTION

We learn to question from a very early age.  “Parents always seem to dread their small children asking them ‘why?’” “However, this questioning is vital to help us make sense of our world and in developing our ability to think critically.” (Judge, et al. 2013, p. 2).
Continuing to say ‘why’ to yourself during observation keeps the reminding of the reason we observe.  Through analysis of what teachers do and ways in which they do it, as a student-teacher I can take this away and reflect upon the experience leaving myself with a better understanding and a readily available approach for the next time I come across the same behaviour.

Kolb is an American educational theorist.  His learning cycle promotes 4 stages.  Learning happens by doing within the classroom, but this experience must be reflected on soon after while it can still be recalled to reflect:  “It begins with feelings and thoughts emerging from this reflection that generalisations or concepts can be generated.” (Gibbs, 1988, p. 9).  This cycle is known as the ‘Experiential Learning Theory’ (Gibbs, 1988).  Gibb talks about how learners using Kolb’s cycle cannot learn primarily through experience but must in fact reflect upon these experiences by working through the cycle from stage 1.   Kolb has 4 terms used within his cycle.  It begins with ‘concrete experience’.  Secondly being ‘Reflective Observations’.  Stage 3 is ‘Abstract Conceptualisation’ and stage 4, ‘Active Experimentation’.  As a student-teacher using Tripp’s critical incident methodology, the reflective cycle works alongside this.  These stages translate to observing an incident to begin with, followed by reflecting upon the observed incident in which we must think about what happened and what would we change or keep the same.  Thirdly to be committed to learning meaning ideas will be further developed in how to deal with the observed incident through research, resulting in a deeper understanding.  Finally, we can put into practice what has been learnt from previous experience and theory.  Once a similar incident arises this reflective model would prepare the student-teacher with the best approach to deal with it in the most appropriate manner as we will be better informed.

Critical refection through observing critical incidents helps teachers develop their own professional practice and judgement within the classroom.  As a teacher I will be a lifelong learner and researcher to continue my personal growth as an educator.  Due to this, reflective practice is essential.  

The five professional standards in Wales are standards within the curriculum that must be met when teaching.  These being ‘pedagogy, collaboration, leadership, innovation and professional learning’ (Welsh Government, 2019, p. 4).  Collaboration, innovation and leadership all work alongside pedagogy.  The teacher will ensure effective learning ensuring progress to all individual learners through these standards while constantly refining the way in which they teach.  Pedagogy is key as teachers are “progressively refining teaching, influencing learners and advancing learning.” (Welsh Government, 2019, p. 21).  Professional Learning is also important as being a life-long learner with every intent on developing our own professional practice will result in a deeper and more effective pedagogy (Welsh Government, 2019, p. 16).

Observation - School & Class Context 

For the purpose of writing up this critical incident, I followed Bera (2018), British Educational Research Association,  guidelines to ensure anonymity within all aspects of educational research as well as ensuring respect is ethically practiced throughout.  This includes research led by a student-teacher with the intent of improving own professional practice, therefore, school, students and staff will be anonymous throughout (British Educational Research Association, 2018).  

The school in which I was situated is a mixed gender school accommodating ages from 11 up to 19.  It is situated in the local authority of Rhondda Cynon Taf County Borough.  It is an English speaking school with significant importance on the Welsh language being spoken daily.  In 2021 it was recorded that there were 1,597 pupils attending this school.  In the same year, Wales had an average of 18.7% of pupils qualifying for free school meals.  At this school there were 24.1% of pupils who qualified for free school meals which we notice is high compared to the average (My Local School, 2021).  We can acknowledge that this school is located in a deprived area due to this.

The class I had the pleasure of observing was planned to begin at 9am but due to an extended assembly, which the teacher was surprised to find out about, the class began half an hour late.  Although this did not disrupt the children for the lesson, there was more pressure on the teacher to run the remaining half hour efficiently to make the most of the remaining time.

Critical Incident 

In this incident a year 8 group were involved in an art class learning about colour theory.  The teacher had the class around a table to watch a demonstration using water colour paints to paint a colour wheel, starting with primary colours followed by secondary colours.  The teacher asks what colour does yellow and red make?  A few hands go up.  A pupil who’s hand is raised is called on to answer the question and they respond with the correct answer, this being orange.  The teacher gave praise immediately after the spoken response, giving this student a whiteboard pen that was readily available and instructed the pupil to write their name on the white board for class points.  The pupil looked visibly pleased.  This was an important moment for me to witness as I am extremely intrigued on how positive reinforcement is used and the way we can encourage more than just a correct answer through correct praise. The teacher can awards house points, individual class points, as well as a gold coin being on offer to gain a queue jump pass for lunch time.  These points are called out in class assembly’s where individuals can go to reception to exchange their points for a prize.

Within the new Welsh curriculum, Donaldson’s 4 purposes are the features and attributes the pupils will develop through learning.  It states the aspirations we have for our learners.  The effects of positive reinforcement links strongly to the purpose of “healthy, confident individuals who are building their mental and emotional well-being by developing confidence, resilience and empathy” (Donaldson, 2015, p. 30) by encouraging learner participation in class through praise.  I could see this correlation of the praise given to this pupil due to the smile and open, confident body language given off.  The environment felt a high moral space.  The teacher used a certain tone to confirm the achievement creating a strong sense of trust within the classroom.  Donaldson’s purpose “Healthy, confident individuals who form positive relationships based upon trust and mutual respect” (Donaldson, 2015, p. 30) backs up that learning isn’t just about subject knowledge but about developing self worth and self assurance in their participation within class.  The teacher plays a big role within this as they are there to be readily available to promote the success within their students through their response.  “Cooperation becomes a self-standing value” (Sennett 2013, p. 5).  Simply saying please and thank you is an example of a self standing value that happens multiple times day, everyday.  There is an exchange with response creating a sense of mutual respect between the two individuals involved (Sennett 2013, p. 5).  What Sennet describes translates to the teacher-student relationship perfectly.  The communication that happens day to day builds a sense of trust and respect.  Having mutual respect is to have a sense of appreciation for one another, therefore responding in the correct manner every day can lead to class participation and student learning.

The critical incident focuses on positive reinforcement to encourage the desired behaviour shown by the pupil.  A positive response from the teacher ensures the pupil that their actions were excellent.  Encouraging this behaviour will allow the pupil to feel confident in their response and involvement within a lesson leaving them filled with the feelings of achievement and confidence, therefore conditioning them to wanting to do it again.  This is a learning theory that derives from behaviourism.

Literature Review

Behaviourism is a psychologists approach to valuing behaviour within its context of its setting.  Reinforcing or punishing shown behaviour in the moment in hope to either continue or change the behaviour in relation to their social environment determine the future response from the pupil (Fontana, 1984, p. 15).  It is an approach to classroom management.  B.F. Skinner was an American psychologist.  He approached managing behaviour in a way of operant behaviourism, also known as radical behaviourism (Skinner, B.F et al. 1988, p. 5). This approach is known widely as operant conditioning.  Skinner developed operant conditioning by building on Thorndike’s experiment who experimented with cats in a puzzle box.  Thorndike would place a cat into a box with a latch that could be unlocked from the inside by the cat pressing it’s nose onto it.  With a positive reinforcer on the outside, this being food, he measured on a graph the success rate of being able to escape with the result of a positive reinforcer to encourage this behaviour again.  Thorndike believes that the repeat action of the cat with a greeting of a reward will embed the action to receive the same outcome once repeated (Stienissen, 2010).  This is learnt behaviour.  He was the first to apply principles of psychology with reinforcement to the element of learning naming it ‘Law of Effect’ in 1896 (Mcleod, 2018 a). This was developed later on by B.F Skinner into operant conditioning within behaviourism (Mcleod, 2018 b).

Skinner did a similar experiment with rats naming it ‘Skinners Box’ also referred to as an operant conditioning box. (Mcleod, 2018 b) With a level presser Skinner would either reward or punish a type of behaviour that was observed within a time frame. He recognised three types of feedback or responses for this behaviour.

· “Neutral operants: responses from the environment that neither increase nor decrease the probability of a behavior being repeated.
· Reinforcers: Responses from the environment that increase the probability of a behavior being repeated.  Reinforcers can be positive or negative.
· Punishers: responses from the environment that decrease the likelihood of a behavior being repeated.  Punishment weakens behaviour.” (Mcleod, 2018 b)

This relates strongly to a school context.  Do you remember your school days?  A pupil would be punished for bad behaviour such as disrupting others sitting around you in a class.  The punisher may have been to be moved to a table by themselves, removing the stimulus of the people around.  Although, positive behaviour such as completing the work and performing well would result in a reinforcer such as verbal praise and encouragement for achievement that would come from your teacher.  The outcome would act as a stimulus in order for children to face reward or consequences for their actions either encouraging or discouraging the type of behaviour they displayed in similar future situations.

Beverley Holden Johns, a learning and behaviour consultant, says “Behavior impacts academic success, and academic success or the lack of it impacts behavior. If students are successful in the classroom academically, there often can be a reduction in behavior problems.” (Johns, 2015, p. 1).  She talks about attributions in the sense that each individual has ideas regarding the results of their behaviour (Johns, 2015. P. 5). Pupils in a school setting are aware of their actions and the way their actions have different impacts and outcomes.  “if these children are successful, they attribute it to someone being nice to them or the work being easy. When they do badly, they attribute it to the fact that they are not smart.” (Johns, 2015, p. 8).  Teachers are present to create an ideal learning environment for the learners affirming positive behaviour as well as supporting them when in need of it.  ‘Proximate consequences’ are the most influential in effecting behaviour as it is a reinforcer that follows immediately after behaviour is shown while ‘distal consequences’ occur slightly later on meaning there will be a wait in-between the action to reinforcer (O'Donohue & Ferguson, 2001, p. 92).

Positive reinforcement is a way of conditioning children to achieve the desired classroom behaviour as well as encourage motivation.  There could be a number of reasons why children aren’t self motivated to begin with, or they perhaps have influences outside of the classroom that result in disruptiveness for example.  Maslow’s hierarchy of needs talks about the ideas of motivation in relation to needs met.  A “peculiar characteristic of the human organism when it is dominated by a certain need is that the whole philosophy of the future tends also to change.” (Maslow, 1943, p. 5).  Beginning with physiological needs, he explains how a man who’s hunger needs aren’t met will be motivated by food and nothing else.  When this need is consistently met the man can move up the hierarchy as the needs continue to climb (Maslow, 1943, p. 5).  See figure 1 for Maslow’s hierarchy and the order in which each need sits.  
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(Fig 1. Adapted from Maslow, 1943 as cited in Korb, 2012 p. 5)


Children in the classroom who don’t come from a safe, fulfilling household tend to be the students that act out or try to gain attention from others in a learning environment as this kind of attention isn’t given to them at home.  By understanding deprivation of needs and reasons for certain behaviour, it gives teachers a chance to understand the individual.  This can then be addressed in the appropriate manner to reach the desired outcome (Korb, 2012, p. 5 & 6).  It is key to understand the holistic development of the individuals being taught focusing on emotional and social aspects as well as academic.

Motivation can be defined as having an impact, therefore resulting in having a need or want to act in a certain way to reach a particular outcome (Korb, 2012, p. 6).  From research of academic motivation, there are 6 ways in which we can encourage behaviour within the classroom.  These are, ‘Student control of learning’, ‘Relevance to students use and teachers genuine interest’, ‘Teacher’s enthusiasm’, ‘Quick feedback and assignment return’, ‘ (Korb, 2012, p. 7) ‘Instructional variety’ and ‘Encouragement’ (Korb, 2012, p. 8).  We can acknowledge that these motivators are reliant on the teacher present in the class.  ‘Relationships’, ‘Rewards’ and ‘Support’ are extremely valued by the learners as they respect a teachers decisions and assistance in their individual learning (Korb, 2012, p. 8). Children that feel school is a safe environment where teachers have an interest and understanding in individual students will allow them to feel listened to and accepted.  “the principle task of teachers remains that of structuring a world appropriate for learning, accepting that it is an imperial matter to identify effective procedures for each individual.” (Fontana, 1984, p. 7). 

Through understanding Skinners theory of operant conditioning teachers can create an ideal learning environment for students where behaviour analysis is used, adopting the ideas from Maslow’s hierarchy both before and alongside positive reinforcement can create an ideal learning environment as well as encourage self-confidence and achievement within the learners.  The teacher acts as a mediator between the individual learners and their learning.  ‘Positive feedback can contribute to the pupil’s relationship with self by letting them know that their positive learning behaviours have been noticed and are valued’ (Ellis and Tod, 2015, p. 103).  These theories go back to 1896 where Thorndike carried out his experiments.  Although it’s dated back to a long time ago these theories and classroom learning approaches are still being spoken about and used today.  The teacher draws upon the knowledge of individual learners and their home lives, using their knowledge of Maslow’s hierarchy, to support them in their different needs to ensure they are ready to learn in the classroom.  By fulfilling their needs that motivate certain behaviour, teachers can begin to create motivation.  Enthusiasm for the subject, positive reinforcement and rewards as well as showing interest in individuals will create a sense of trust and judgement that the learners will have for the teacher ensuring a strong student-teacher relationship where mutual respect occurs. 

Reflection/Evaluation & Next Steps

Skinner’s theory of operant conditioning deemed successful in this incident.  I found the actions of the teacher in the observed incident to be inspirational.  I have had a long-term interest in the way in which positive reinforcement is used and seeing this in action and the natural reaction of the child confirmed that it works within a school setting.  Using a point system and rewards motivate the children to work in class as they are keen to achieve these prizes and gain individual queue jumps for lunch times or exchange points for prizes at reception.  These rewards act as a positive stimuli.  A proximate consequence was used as the reinforcer came immediately after the shown desired behaviour.  It deems most logical as the children can directly link the positive reinforcer to the behaviour and action they displayed.  It leaves no room for misunderstanding.

The observed result demonstrated the way in which teachers can create a supportive, motivated environment through operant conditioning where learning needs can be met and promoted.  The positive student-teacher relationship proved the way in which this can be a motivator in itself as they accept teachers judgement and support and as a result the learners want to learn.  As the school is located in a deprived area many of the children don’t come from a fulfilling, supportive home.  Using Maslow’s hierarchy we can work through areas the children may lack and understand where certain negative behaviour comes from.  With this information we can then climb up the hierarchy moving to esteem and self-actualisation encouraging confidence, achievement, creativity, and so on.

Through using Kolb’s learning cycle, reflecting and researching upon the actions of positive reinforcement solidifies my thoughts and understanding on how it works within a classroom setting.  Offering points and prizes motivates students to act and work better in school.  It works hand-in-hand with a strong student-teacher relationship due to the support and encouragement the students feel.

I will always be learning as a teacher due to constantly encountering new individual behaviour.  Although I saw the benefit in using positive reinforcement for all I understand that perhaps class points and queue jump passes may not encourage every student.  When this situation arises I understand I may need to take a different approach but that is when the learning cycle comes into play again.  For now, and in this instance, I have observed and reflected upon the incident and the actions of the teacher and the relationship with the pupils and I believe that overall positive reinforcement is an approach to teaching that deems successful.   

When I am next in the classroom in the leadership role of the teacher I will be taking this experience and the conducted research and practically applying it.  To understand Maslow’s hierarchy and possible negative behaviour shown by learners is a key aspect of reinforcing good behaviour as we can tackle what the learners may be lacking and move up the hierarchy in stages giving them the best possible chance at achievement within school.  Being located in a school with a high percentage of school meals is already an example of the schools well-rounded approach to fulfilling every day needs that perhaps cannot be met at home.  The school itself is already supporting of outside elements that are brought into school and support the learners through more than just achieving but actually create an environment where they are able to achieve.

Conclusion

The approach I have taken into research was to investigate the observed incident as a learning approach to teaching as well as the factors that may interrupt this approach due to the context of the school.  Using Kolb’s learning cycle I used my own thoughts and feelings to further develop my understanding around the subjects discussed.  Through this experience and research, it will inform my own professional and personal development as a teacher as I have learnt from this experience and therefore can practice what I have learnt within the classroom.  It informs the professional standard ‘pedagogy’ as I will always be looking for the most successful outcomes for the students.  I will use positive reinforcement and my enthusiastic approach to teaching my chosen subject to gain the desired results from the learners.  The standard of ‘professional learning’ is key as I will always dive deeper into why we do what we do in the classroom and gain a rounded understanding.  Through relevant research I will broaden my knowledge to better myself and my own practice within the classroom while being able to confidently justify my actions.  Technology and ideologies are constantly adapting and growing in this day and age that being a reflective practitioner, critically reflecting on my own teaching, will ensure my knowledge is up-to-date, and as a result I can be the best teacher I can for my learners.  
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