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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 of a group of learners, based on an observed critical incident. 

Introduction
This assignment intends to explore the role of critical reflection in teaching. A critical incident can be described as an event that impacts an individual’s thinking (Tripp, 1993). Critical incidents may be positive or negative and vary in extremity. There is a greater importance on the significance of the event to the individual’s thoughts, as opposed to the event itself. Due to this, critical incidents are commonly used to induce reflection within an educational practitioner as it can be used to identify strengths and weaknesses in the approaches educators might be using (Joshi, 2018). Subsequently, I examine how the role of the teacher has evolved over the past few decades. Then I will describe a specific critical incident and its connection to Donaldson’s (2015) 4 purposes. Following on from this, I will examine the importance of relationships within education from a theoretical and practical perspective. This will include evaluating the evidence pertaining to humanistic theory and ecological theory. I will also examine different ways education settings have integrated relationship building and maintenance into practice through various mediums, specifically, Social and Emotional Learning (SEL) curriculums, Restorative Practices (RP) and Trauma-Informed Approaches (TIA). Finally, reflecting on the experience using a well-established reflective model and considering the implications of my experience and research on my future practice whilst also considering the difficulties of adopting a relationship-centred approach

The role of critical reflection
Education has evolved through the years, part of which can be attributed to politically induced changes (Banerjee et al., 2016). During the 1990s, the political context of the United Kingdom positioned schools as a product of a ‘quasi-market’, encouraging competitiveness between schools as a means of enrolling students (Reynolds, 2008). Despite the eventual devolution of power to the Welsh Government as a result of the Government of Wales Act, the push to achieve exemplary results in academic-focused tests, such as PISA, still reinforce the competitive nature of education within a political context. The necessity to meet the academic demands set forth by competing PISA scores and other international test results have sacrificed the time dedicated to non-academic skills (Roffey, 2010). Thus, over the last couple of decades, an educator’s responsibility was purely to improve the academic outcome of their students (Banerjee et al., 2016). This academic-focused approach usually adopted the ’traditional’ approach which typically involved the educator as being at the front of the class, giving the information to their passive students (Llewellyn & Parker, 2018). In this environment, pupil voice and choice is at a bare minimum. However, Donaldson’s (2015) curriculum review led to the transformative ‘Curriculum for Wales’ (Welsh Government, 2020).  This reform has taken a step away from the traditionalist classrooms towards a more learner-centred approach (Khatib, Sarem & Hamidi, 2013). The curriculum for Wales aims to provide the learners with more opportunities to engage in their own learning. It also move the educator into a more facilitating role, guiding them through the educational journey as opposed to dictating it. 

Initial Teacher Education (ITE) Professional Standards (Welsh Government, 2020) stipulates that there are professional standards that a trainee educator need to meet in order to successfully gain Qualified Teaching Status (QTS). A large part of these standards postulate the need for a practitioner to reflect and improve their practice. A common form of reflection, specifically for educators, is that critical inquiry as a result of critical incidents. Critical incidents are ideal as they provide an opportunity for educators to analyse and reflect on their own practice (Joshi, 2018). Tripp (1993) posited that analysing a critical incident involved identifying what happened and then considering why it occurred. 

Observation (See Appendix 3)
The critical incident took place in a year 4 classroom in a community primary school. I had observed an inquiry-based learning lesson in the afternoon. Teacher X had split children into groups for different tasks and kept one group in the classroom. Teacher X set the remaining children the task of looking at childhood throughout the ages. While the children progressing with their task, Teacher X asked Child A to show their work from their inquiry-based learning book. Child A complied and showed me multiple pieces of work varying from ‘my family’ to ‘what makes a good friend’. Teacher X explained that the theme of relationships is explored throughout the school curriculum. Teacher X also explained that relationships were central to the school ethos and that their practice is revolved around the building, maintaining, and repairing of relationships. 

Critical Incident and the 4 purposes
The critical incident highlighted the importance of relationships and raised the questions of how this can be implemented within an educational context.  Some researchers argue that the connections the students makes can be of equal importance as the education itself (McKay & Macomber, 2021). In support of this, one of Donaldson’s (2015) 12 pedagogical principles is that educators are responsible for cultivating healthy relationships. His review of the curriculum in Wales also identified ‘health and wellbeing’ as one of the 6 areas of learning and experience (AOLE; p.39). Health and well-being is a vital part of development that promotes cognition, empathy, and overall happiness (Banerjee et al., 2016) Relationships are well-situated in the health and well-being AOLE. Within the ‘what matters statements’ (Welsh Government, 2020), relationships are “fundamental to our well-being” (p. 75). More specifically, the AOLE highlights the importance of relationships to student’s well-being and their sense of belonging within the school and the educator’s role in developing their relationship-building skills. Students yearn for educators who provide care and safety in a way that supports the health and well-being (Jacobson, 2021). 

With specific regard to the 4 purposes, encouraging strong relationships within the classroom environment can help achieve elements of 2 purposes: “Healthy, confident individuals, ready to lead fulfilling lives as valued members of society” and “Ethical, informed citizens of Wales and the world” (Welsh Government, 2020). Within the healthy, confident individuals’ purpose, educators must support learners in forming “positive relationships based upon trust and mutual respect” (p. 25).  Resilient children have been shown to have strong relationships, who they rely on for support when met with adversity (Banerjee et al., 2016). Educators are in a prime position to support students in relationship-building, maintenance and repairing (Hollweck, Reimer & Bouchard, 2019; Crosby, 2015). An effective educator not only teaches but also promotes healthy relationships within their classroom as it is their duty to supports students in mending their relationships after conflict (Cavanagh et al., 2007; Drewery, 2016).

When considering the ethical, informed citizens purpose, students should be supported in understanding the repercussion on the choices they make and respecting others. Educators are not only responsible for teaching children academically, but they are also responsible for ensuring that children gain the social skills needed to become ethical citizens (Crosby, 2015) 
Values of citizenship has been highlighted as a means of promoting positive relationships and developing empathy between students (Roffey, 2010). Overall, schools have an obligation to provide students with opportunities for collaboration, experience, and relationship-building in order to best support their students to meet their four purposes (Banerjee et al., 2016).

Literature Review 
The subject of relationships is often overlooked in the average school curriculum (Llewellyn & Parker, 2018). According to Cavanagh et al., (2007), education that prioritises relationships promote student’s motivation, engagement, and achievement. McKay and Macomber (2021) conducted a qualitative, phenomenological study on the reflection from 35 educators in the United States. The questions they were asked to reflect on all pertained to their own individual practice. Out of the four common themes, two were based on the importance of relationships. The first theme highlighted the importance of student-educator relationship to the student’s motivation. Linked to this idea, the second theme postulated that underdeveloped relationships could cause discourse between the educator and student, thereby decreasing learning. Although this study is not representative of all educational setting and global contexts, it still highlights the potential power that strong and healthy relationships have. Relationships with peers and teachers can be protective factor, especially with school transitions (Carlisle, 2011). They may also be crucial for educational achievement and academic attainment as children are more likely to engage in learning when they have established positive relationships with their educators (Blatchford & Russell, 2020; Ming-Tak, 2008). By placing relationships at the forefront of the educational experience, school contexts may develop a positive, learning community (Carlisle, 2011). 

Meta-analysis conducted by Roorda et al., (2011) looked at 99 studies regarding educator-student relationships, student achievement and engagement. They found that there was a significant correlation between educator-student relationships and engagement. They discovered the effect for this correlation was medium to large effect. Alternatively, the effect between achievement and the other variables was found to have a weaker effect. It is also important to consider the professional relationship between the student’s parent and the educator. For several different reasons, it can be common for educators and parents to have very little connection with each other except in dire circumstances. However, the communication between the parent and educator is one of many ways in which a student’s educational experience can be improved (Witmer, 2005). Relationship-based approaches also considers the students’ parents and how they can support their child’s development (Wall, 2021).
Ecological Theory
The ecological perspective considers a child’s development in a context and how individual within different systems surrounding the child may affect this. The most prominent ecological theory is Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems theory (1979, as cited in Christensen, 2016). According to Bronfenbrenner, there are four ecological systems surrounding the child: the microsystem, the mesosystem, the exosystem and the macrosystem. The microsystem is the most immediate context and is potentially the most influential on the child. The mesosystem, which is particularly relevant to the importance on relationships, refers to the interaction between those agencies around the child, such as the parent and the educator. In accordance with the theory, the way in which individuals communicate with each other can greatly influence a child’s development. For example, an educator and parent who have positive, healthy interactions may promote a secure environment where the child can thrive. The exosystem refers to external agencies that are not directly involved with the child, but nevertheless may have some influence. For example, educators who may be stressed due to their settings demands, may unintentionally transmit that stress onto their students (Schonert-Reichl, 2017). Consequently, educators should be mindful the strength of their influence on their students. Lastly, the macrosystem, which encompasses all of the other systems holds constructs that promote homogeneity across the systems, such as laws and cultures.

The ecological systems theory highlights how external influences such as political climate, society and culture can affect a child’s development. As such, even organisations that are not in direct contact with the child may impact their development inadvertently. Experiences in the latter three system may have an indirect effect on the child (Soyer, 2019). The policies and practices of the school influence student’s outcomes (Crosby, 2015). For example, the political movement to change the Welsh curriculum has impacted how children will be taught, which in turn, may alter their developmental trajectory. However, a critique of the ecological perspective is that it primarily focuses on the negative impact the systems may have on the child’s development, and it does not account for differences in an individual’s development (Christensen, 2016).

Humanistic Theory 
Humanistic theory has the viewpoint that “schools need to educate the heart as well as the mind” (Dewey, 1909 as cited in Hollweck, Reimer & Bouchard, 2019). Humanism looks at the child holistically, encouraging schools to provide environments that promotes well-being and communication with their peers as this provides opportunities to develop key social skills students will need later in life (Blatchford & Russell, 2020). Children enjoy being amongst their friends in school, especially those in secondary education, who see their peer group as their main source of support (Ming-Tak, 2008). Research has shown that children who have poorer relationships with their peers are more likely to suffer from anxiety or depressive symptoms so as such, educators should create a ‘culture of care’ for their students to support both cognitive and emotional development (Khatib, Sarem & Hamidi, 2013). Educators should be facilitating the development of relationships between children by teaching prosocial strategies such as collaboration, developing social-emotional skills and promoting conflict resolution (Schonert-Reichl, 2017). In schools that promote relationships, a sense of the connectedness can occur. This sense of connectedness can contribute to a student’s achievement and well-being in school (Banerjee et al., 2016).

In order for students to achieve academically, their basic needs must be met first (Wall, 2021; Jacobson, 2021). One of the most iconic humanistic theories is that of Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (1962; as cited in McLeod, 2007). Maslow hypothesized that in order for an individual to achieve their full potential, or ‘self-actualisation’, their lower-level needs must be met. This includes their physiological, safety, love and belonging and esteem needs. He stated that an individual’s needs must be met at each level before they could develop to the next level. Applying Maslow’s theory specifically to relationships, student would need to have their ‘safety’ needs met in order to be able to develop their ‘love and belonging’ needs. Students would need to feel safe and secure in their environment to build those connections with their peers and the educator. When building these relationships, the next level, ‘esteem’ can be developed. Esteem involves the student feeling respected and gaining confidence in themselves. By gaining that confidence, students should be able to reach the ‘self-actualisation’ level, where they are able to achieve. In practice, providing a nurturing, safe, school environments are posited to promote student’s relationships thereby increasing their resilience and academic achievement (Wall, 2021; Herrenkohl, Hong & Verbrugge 2019). However, Maslow’s theory is not without criticism. The main point of critique is how some individuals are able to achieve, without their basic needs being met (McLeod, 2007). Nevertheless, schools that focus on relationships create safe, inclusive, nurturing learning environment for children and educators (Cavanagh et al., 2007; Carlisle, 2011).

Social, Emotional Learning (SEL)
SEL curriculums focus on teaching children different social and emotional skills through positive educator-student and peer relationships (Schonert-Reichl, 2017). Schools are a prime location for SEL and social interactions as working with peers can provide a motivating learning environment for students and that may promote their well-being. (Banerjee et al., 2016).  SEL learning has become enveloped in some school’s ethos and culture or through a SEL-based curriculum. Traditional behaviour management can inadvertently pose relationships are a means to an end (Wall, 2021). In schools that promote relationships, a sense of the connectedness can occur. This sense of connectedness may contribute to a student’s achievement, well-being in school and socio-emotional aptitudes. Although there is support for curriculum-based interventions, there is currently very little evidence for the sustainability of SEL-based approaches (Banerjee et al., 2016). This could be due to some educators are resistant to SEL curriculums, deeming them as being too focused on emotions and therefore, do not consider it as a plausible method of teaching (Hollweck, Reimer & Bouchard, 2019). The educator’s mindset is integral to their performance. Some research has suggested that those who hold the traditionalist view of the teacher controlling their students are less likely to engage in relationship-building practices (Roffey, 2010). Additionally, evidence has demonstrated how an educator’s attitude, skills, and knowledge about the methods they are implementing can have a significant impact on its efficacy (Schonert-Reichl, 2017). Alternatively, some educators argue that the school’s ethos is at the heart of a relationship-promoting culture and that curriculums do not promote the deep-rooted relationality that SEL intends (Blatchford & Russell, 2020). Nonetheless, SEL must be adapted appropriately to fit into the educational context as it will only be sustainable when bespoke to the context (Roffey, 2010).

Restorative Practices (RP)
Developed from social constructivism, RP focuses on building, maintaining, and healing relationships, which are skills that can be used throughout life (Cavanagh et al., 2007; Hollweck, Reimer & Bouchard, 2019). It is the belief of those using RP that students who have positive, healthy relationships with their family, peers and educators benefit from a more learning experience (Witmer, 2005). According to Llewellyn & Parker (2018), RPs allow for controlled opportunities to address important social matter such as racism and inclusivity, but these conversations are only effective if the educator is trained effectively in how to discuss these themes of discourse. As the the process of RP in schools also involve critical reflection, as it requires the individual to think of the events that have transpired and the effect of their response. RP requires others to take responsibility for their own actions within a social context, with a higher focus on resolving problems as opposed to disciplinary measures (Drewery, 2016). This is an opposing approach to traditional schooling as it focuses on maintaining the relationships between parties, as opposed to maintaining order (Llewellyn & Parker, 2018). In contrast to SEL, RP’s emphasis is on the school ethos as opposed to the curriculum as it is about developing a positive learning culture (Cavanagh et al., 2007). However, RP is still predominantly used as a behaviour management technique or as a means of resolving conflict as opposed to its intended social development technique (Drewery, 2016). Additionally, RP lack a specificity, which means there are a plethora practices that could be attributed as ‘restorative’. Norris (2018) argues that this may allow educational contexts more flexibility in their application RP. Some educators argue that the size of the classes can seriously hinder relationship-building process and raise the levels of conflict between peers (Blatchford & Russell, 2020). They argue that smaller classes allow for higher quality interactions and, in turn, develop deeper connections with their peers and educators. 

Trauma-Informed Approach (TIA) 
TIA is a holistic approach that is used for children who have experienced trauma as a means of building relationships to support the child in order to improve their learning experience (Berger & Martin, 2020). Students who have suffered trauma may not have developed skills required for relationship building, so educators assume the role as ‘an adult who cares’ and must build a critical relationships with that child (Wall, 2021). Schools that adopt a TIA may create a learning context that fosters emotional security for its students while promoting self-regulation and relational skills (Crosby, 2015; Wall, 2021). This is a dramatic shift from the behaviourism-based traditional classroom to one that considers the effect of emotions, well-being, and relationships on the child (Wall, 2021). Jacobson, (2021) conducted a qualitative study with semi-structured interviews and asked educators who were trained in the TIA about their experiences. They found that there was a lack of inclusivity for those children who had experienced trauma within a traditional school setting. They did find that the TIA practices they adopted improved the student’s engagement and relational skills. However, these results are not empirically valuable as they are based off a small sample of educators and are a product of subjective opinions. Nevertheless, it provides some insight into the potential benefits of adopting a relationship-focused approach.
Despite TIA being adopted by many schools, it remains relatively underexamined and requires more research into whether it is meeting it’s intended goals (Berger & Martin, 2020; Maynard et al., 2018; Herrenkohl, Hong & Verbrugge 2019). This may be due to differences in implementation of the TIA in different schools. Some schools may need to implement an approach in a way that promotes accessibility to services in a way that is practical and sustainable (Herrenkohl, Hong & Verbrugge 2019). As a result, the TIA is not always integrated fully within the curriculum and school policies (Berger & Martin, 2020).

Reflection and next steps
Kolb’s (1984, as cited by Sharlanova, 2004) Experiential Learning cycle has been used as a reflective guide for practitioners. It is made up of four distinct stages: concrete experience, reflective observation, abstract conceptualisation, and active experimentation. The concrete experience, in this case would be the critical incident that was observed. The reflective observation were the thoughts that were generated by the experience, such as the role of relationships in education and the benefits and shortfalls of methods that place relationships at the forefront of practice. I should consider how my practice may impact students’ relationships and their sense of school-connectedness. The phrase “relationships are at the heart of teaching and learning” is somewhat accurate (Hollweck, Reimer & Bouchard, 2019). From a professional perspective, the relationship an educator has with their students and staff members should be built on respect, trust, and security in order to achieve an efficient educational environment (McKay & Macomber, 2021).

The abstract conceptualisation stage involves considering what was learned as a result of the thinking. A teacher’s role is much more than just teaching but about developing the whole child as an individual. There is also the importance of forming strong relationships. Through researching, I found that negative relationships were more impactful during childhood than adolescents tending to seek approval from their friendship groups more than adults (Carlisle, 2011; Roorda et al., 2011). Therefore, my role within the primary school setting hold the relationships with high regard. This is applicable to students and other people who are involved with the child as educators, school staff, parents and external agencies are responsible for students’ education. Hence, effective collaboration between all stakeholders is essential for good teaching practice (Witmer, 2005). Educators need to be succoured by their colleagues in order to effectively support their students (Schonert-Reichl, 2017).
However, there are many confounding variables that can impact the implementation of the programmes I have researched. This can range from the school vision or ethos, time constraints, staff availability and the school’s community (Banerjee et al., 2016). It may be possible that some of these approaches may not be appropriate in my future practice due to contexts varying cultural, social, and political contexts (Herrenkohl, Hong & Verbrugge 2019). Consistency may also be a large factor contributing to the implementation of these approaches, either through terminology or level of implementation (Berger & Martin, 2020). Therefore, it is vital that educators collaborate with other educators to ensure consistency in their practice (Crosby, 2015). 

Active experimentation involves putting what has been learnt into practice. Within my own practice, I will work to develop relationships with all children. I will do this by considering the whole child and by actively communicating with them. Some studies have shown support for encompassing relationship-based practices into ITE, as the skills developed from this practice coincide with excellent teaching and learning practices (Hollweck, Reimer & Bouchard, 2019) Therefore, I will look to learn more about relationship-centred approaches and techniques I can adapt into my own practice as this could promote a safe environment for children to thrive and facilitate the strengthening of peer relationships.  I could use the principles of psychological theory to evaluate the effectiveness of any tactics I use. Bronfenbrenner’s ecological theory can be used to examine the effectiveness of programmes within different contexts (Crosby, 2015). Specifically looking at the critical incident, the school was a community school with a relationship-based ethos that is trained in reaching out to the community (Estyn, 2017). Therefore, some relationship-based approaches previously discussed may be more effective within this specific setting due to its well-established connection with the community. Although adopting the entire approaches may not be realistic in all school settings, building strong relationships and establishing connections is something I will endeavour to use in practice.  

Students leading their own learning is one professional standard that can be connected to relationships. By giving the students the agency to make the decision about their education, the educator is promoting a relationship based on trust and respect for what and how their students want to learn (Witmer, 2005). With this in mind, I will also consider how I could provide structured opportunities for student choice. 

Conclusion
Reflection is a continuous process and is vital for improving practice. Educators should critically reflect on whether the approaches they have adopted into their practice is effective as they are professionally accountable for ensuring their students achieve their full potential (Maynard et al., 2018). As such, relationship maintenance should be engrained into daily practice (Witmer, 2005). Plenty of research highlights the benefit of teachers having positive relationships with their students, school staff and families. However, this is not always easy to achieve: time, societal and cultural differences, and academic expectations are some of the reasons why relationships may not be held at the forefront of education and implementation of practice can be commonly met with some form of challenge, which demonstrates the importance of shared accountability between schools, families, communities, and stakeholders (Hollweck, Reimer & Bouchard, 2019; Banerjee et al., 2016). Some issues may be out of the educator’s control such as the educational contexts not yet having the resources to support the teaching, or the educator’s desire to adopt a whole school approach but being unable to (Maynard et al., 2018). The difficulty in evaluating these claims is that complexity in measuring a concept such as relationships empirically. It is therefore the role of the educator to use their professional judgment in evaluating the effectiveness of the practices they are using. This can be achieved through the critical reflection of their own practice. This highlights the importance of the educator being a reflective practitioner in order to deliver the highest quality educational experience for the students they are teaching.
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