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Critical incident Part B

Introduction
Reflective practice is an important aspect of teaching, as it encourages teachers to continually and critically evaluate their teaching practice and style. Reflection occurs when an individual carefully considers an experience rather than accepting it as it is. In education, a critical incident is a significant or unexpected classroom event that prompts a teacher to reflect on their understanding, question it, and consider how they may respond differently in the future (Tripp, 2012). A critical incident does not always have to be negative or serious; rather, its significance can lead to reflection and learning.
The critical incident explored in this assignment occurred when a reception-aged child attempted to communicate with me, but I was unable to understand what they meant. The child is pre-verbal, which initially resulted in a communication breakdown. Although the initial incident was brief, it prompted me to reflect immediately on how I communicate and how much I rely on spoken language to understand others' needs and wants. The critical incident highlighted the importance of recognising that communication can occur through a wide range of verbal and non-verbal methods. Teachers have a responsibility to reflect and adapt their practice when attempting to meet an individual's communication needs. This essay will critically examine and consider possible interventions and strategies to support an individual's speech and language development. 
Strategy 1
The first intervention that could be implemented is Speech and Language Therapists (SaLTs). The implementation of speech and language therapy provides a more individualised understanding of the child's communication strengths and needs. It also allows teachers to develop appropriate strategies for facilitating communication with the child and other individuals. This is relevant to the critical incident I have identified, as the difficulty was not only due to the child’s limited verbal communication, it also highlighted my inability to interpret the child’s attempts at communication. Vygotsky’s (1978) sociocultural theory provides a theoretical perspective on the role of Speech and Language Therapy (SaLT). Vygotsky’s theory suggests that communication development is a characteristic of the child that can be improved through scaffolding, consistent encouragement, and interactions within their natural environment (classroom).
A speech and language therapist collaborates with teachers to identify appropriate and effective strategies to scaffold communication. This could involve modelling communication, visual prompts or introducing an alternative communication system. The role of the teacher would be to gradually develop their own understanding of the child’s individual communication methods, which need to be used to adapt their practices. Armstrong et al. (2023), in a mixed-methods systematic review of teacher and SaLT collaboration, identified the importance of collaboration and the significant variation in its implementation across educational contexts. 
 My inability to understand the child’s attempted communication demonstrated that effective communication depends not only on the child’s ability to communicate but also on my responsibility as an adult and teacher to provide an accessible and responsive environment in which a child can grow and begin to learn communicative techniques. Applying Vygotsky’s theory to the critical incident identified in this essay should not imply that only through increased adult support can communication difficulties be resolved. The child’s individual needs and the availability of support must also be important factors considered when determining the most appropriate intervention and strategy.
A recent study from the Royal College of Speech and Language Therapists (Mehreen.hussain@Rcslt.org.community, 2025) reported that 61% of participants found unrealistic time pressures and constant vacancies across the profession. Although a speech and language therapist may provide specialist assessment and recommendations, there is a potential for delays before support is available. This reinforces the importance of teachers developing their own knowledge, understanding, and ability to consistently implement effective communication strategies in the classroom.
The critical incident identified in this essay demonstrates that effective communication is a shared responsibility. The child requires appropriate opportunities and resources to communicate. At the same time, as a teacher, I have the responsibility to expand my knowledge of their communicative abilities and the support available to them. This will encourage me to adapt my teaching practice as I develop an increased understanding of communication difficulties. 
Strategy 2
An alternative intervention that could be used is scaffolding to support the child’s communication. According to Vygotsky (1978), learning occurs through social interaction. In a classroom, teachers and teaching assistants can scaffold communication by modelling language, attempting to interpret the child’s communication, and gradually encouraging independent communication. This approach is also supported by Bruner’s theory of language acquisition (1985). This theory suggests that, through repeated interactions and routines, adults provide the support children need to acquire communication skills. In the context of this critical incident, predictable routines can provide opportunities for adults to model language for a pre-verbal child.
An example of how scaffolding can be implemented in the classroom is adults providing language support to help the child understand what is being said. This could include naming objects around the room, then waiting for a gesture indicating what the individual child wants. This reinforces language comprehension and communication. Although scaffolding is widely regarded as an effective intervention, several limitations need to be addressed when considering the most effective option for this child. One limitation of scaffolding is that it may cause the child to become dependent on the adult and, as a result, struggle to communicate independently. Vygotsky argues that scaffolding should be temporary and not create reliance. The use of scaffolding also assumes that all communication skills can develop through social interaction and supported participation. For children with more profound difficulties, such as autism or communication difficulties which arise from neurological or cognitive differences, scaffolding alone is not always the most effective intervention for pre-verbal children. 
Scaffolding is a valuable intervention for supporting pre-verbal children because it enables adults to support and build communicative skills within the child’s Zone of Proximal Development (Vygotsky, 1978). The scaffolding approach is strongly supported by Vygotsky's sociocultural theory, Bruner's language acquisition support system (1985) and Bandura's social learning theory (1961). Its effectiveness depends on the quality of adult support; if the adult's knowledge isn’t sufficient, the individual's needs may not be met, and the child’s communication progress may not be at the expected level. Therefore, while scaffolding can significantly support communication development, it is most effective when used alongside other evidence-based interventions, such as SaLT. 
Scaffolding in the classroom could include visual prompts, such as a daily routine and sentence starters. Children draw upon multiple sources of input, which help to extend their language acquisition (Chaparro-Moreno et al., 2019).  It is important to provide opportunities that promote language development early in life to ensure children are set on a path for success (Finders et al., 2023). Early language skills are linked to outcomes which will present later in life. Skills such as language are linked to academic achievement, cognitive skills and socio-emotional competence. (Bruce & Bell, 2022).  In relation to the child identified in this critical incident, the combination of scaffolding and speech and language therapy would be the most beneficial. SaLT will provide specialist understanding of the identified child’s needs, whereas scaffolding allows that knowledge to be applied in everyday classroom learning through interactions with other children and teachers. 


Conclusion
Overall, the critical incident identified at the beginning of this essay demonstrates that children develop their language skills at different stages. During my initial correspondence with the identified child, I noticed that they were unable to communicate verbally what they wanted and resorted to mumbles and gestures to communicate with me. Rather than assuming the child was non-verbal and unable to communicate at all, the incident prompted me to consider possible reasons for the child's lack of language skills and how my teaching could support the child in developing their verbal language skills.
The first intervention, speech and language therapy (SaLT), was linked to Vygotsky's (1978) sociocultural theory, which suggested that a child’s learning and development occur through interactions with more knowledgeable individuals. The second intervention identified in this essay was scaffolding, supported by Bruner’s theory of language acquisition (1985). Predictable routines can provide opportunities for adults to model language. This theory suggests that through repeated interactions and routines, adults can provide the support that pre-verbal children need to acquire communication skills.
Tripps’s (2012) approach to critical incidents has also highlighted the importance of reflecting on my own assumptions and responses as a developing teacher. This experience will influence my future teaching by encouraging me to be more observant and to question how I could help to develop a child’s language skills if they lack them. Ultimately, I aim to create an inclusive and supportive classroom where every child is heard and feels supported, confident, and valued. 
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