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A critical evaluation and the identification of the 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.

Introduction

Critical incidents “are mostly straightforward accounts of very commonplace events that occur in routine professional practice” (Tripp, 2012, p.24-25). An incident can be a small detail you have observed within the school setting, such as the way children line up, how a teacher asks the pupils to complete a task and how a classroom is set. After identifying an incident from observation, and making detailed notes on the event, it is then the act of further analysis of the incident that makes the incident critical. By asking questions about the incident, we can explore what happened, why it happened and whether it could have happened differently. Analysing the incident allows the professional to further develop their knowledge and understanding from questions asked about the incident. However, “to develop our professional judgement, we have to move beyond our everyday ‘working’ way of looking at things” (Tripp, 2012, pg13). It is easy to be judgemental when looking at a critical incident, it is also easy for a professional to be inflexible in their teaching methods. As professionals, it is up to us to take steps into developing our practice and to be continuously learning. What is important to remember is that the learning a professional teacher does should benefit the learner. 
For this assignment, I will be exploring and evaluating a critical incident I observed within a school setting and reflecting upon how it will impact my teaching in the future. From this observation, I will delve deeper into teaching theories that will improve teaching practice and discover new teaching strategies that can benefit me as a teacher and my learners. 

The role of critical reflection

Farrell (2012) describes the reflective practice as “a compass of sorts to guide teachers” (Farrell, 2012, p. 7). Using the compass as a metaphor facilitates teachers to “stop, look and discover where they are at that moment and then decide where they want to go (professionally) in the future” (Farrell, 2012, p. 7). Farrell’s metaphor is a simple guide to show teachers that it is important to see where you are professionally for you to develop as a professional further. To be able to reassess, reflect and consider ways of developing their professional teaching practice to benefit their pupils. 
It is important to reflect now especially with the current reforms within education in Wales specifically looking at Professional Standards for Teaching and Leadership (2019). Within the standards, under professional learning, it states that teachers should be constantly learning and “can show how reflection and openness to challenge and support informs professional learning to progressively develop pedagogy” (Welsh Government, (2019), p. 16). The expectations are that a teacher takes time to reflect on their teaching and be open and honest with themselves. However, to be able to reflect effectively it is essential to understand what reflection is and to know how to use it.
Dewey (1933) posited that there were 3 attributes of a reflective attitude: open-mindedness (not judging others for new ideas or innovation, being able to adapt quickly, learning through trial and error), responsibility (making sure children understand, if something didn’t go the way you intended, not blaming others, be aware that actions have consequences), and wholeheartedness (giving it your all, being enthusiastic, committed, a role-model, setting a good example) in your teaching practice. These attributes are just the beginning of what a professional teacher needs to reflect effectively. If a teacher isn’t open to change, doesn’t admit their mistakes and isn’t committed then the chances of using reflection to enhance professionally are minimal. 
The general reflective experience begins with experiencing something, you think about that experience and learn from that experience. This doesn’t necessarily mean that you will use what you have found it just shows that you have thought about it. Kolb’s (1984) model of reflective practice follows the first few steps as above. His model then comes full circle adding a fourth experience that links back to the first. The fourth step is active experimentation, taking what you have learned and putting it into practice. For a professional teacher, this cycle of reflection would never stop. A teacher should be constantly reflecting and constantly using their findings in their teaching again, always looking for ways to improve. Although Kolk’s model of reflection brings it full circle it doesn’t take into account how the event may have made you feel or how it affected you. Gibb’s (1988) model of reflection goes a little deeper. His method makes the experience a more personal event. Through reflecting on what you felt when you experienced the event. Then considering what was good and bad about your feelings makes you question why you judged the experience in a particular way. This allows you to think more openly and may take you down a certain path you were not expecting. 

Observation

I had the opportunity to observe (see appendix 2) a reception class in a Primary School in the south of Wales. In the class, there were 23 children in total. I was told that this was a smaller number of children than usual. The class had big windows and was bright. The classroom had stations set up with different activities for the children to explore, such as a role-playing section, a craft corner, a reading corner and many more. There was also an outdoor area with water, sand, a stage, and different equipment to build with such as foam bricks and planks. The outdoor area was an enclosed space that only the reception class could get to and use. A door leading to the outside area remained open all morning allowing the children to go out and come back into the classroom freely during activity time. There was one main teacher and two supporting staff. It was Monday morning, after assembly.

Critical incident linked to Donaldson

The children had just finished watching a short story on the interactive whiteboard of The Three Little Pigs. Their theme was fairy tales. After the video had finished the teacher told them there were 3 activities, connected to the theme, to choose from within the classroom. A colouring activity, a cutting activity, and a tracing letters activity. The teacher called the class group names to go and start the activities until all the children were up and exploring the classroom. Most of the children had gone to one of the three activities and others had chosen to interact with the other stations in the classroom. While observing the children the researcher noticed that two children had chosen to go outside on the playground. Once outside the researcher noticed the environment. It was a secure, closed environment that only the reception class could go into. The children were building with wooden planks. There were construction activities, a stage, water, and sand. The children had put on high-visibility vests, which the researcher noticed were hung up by the door leading to the outside area. The children discussed what they wanted to build and started building together. The 2 children remained outside, independently doing activities within the playground until it was break time. 
After the observation, I thought about how the children had put on the high visibility vests to go outside as if part of a routine, no questions asked, that the space was safely enclosed. I also thought about the activities available to the children, the option to choose and that the children could also choose to go outside. Looking at Donaldson’s (2015) four purposes you can see that the teacher has taken the four purposes into consideration when setting up the classroom environment. In relation to the children putting on their high-visibility vests and going outside independently, you can see it connects to “healthy, confident individuals who have the skills and knowledge to manage everyday life as independently as they can”, the teacher has taken the time to ensure rules and routines had been put in place so the children can continue activities individually and be safe. Another one of the purposes taken into consideration was “who form positive relationships based upon trust and mutual respect”. For children to follow the rules and routines put in place a positive relationship must exist first. The teacher had also left the classroom door leading outside open all morning. By building a positive relationship between teacher and pupil they felt confident to trust their pupils to leave the door open and for them to have the option of going outside independently. 

Literature Review

The researcher has chosen for this literature review to look further into classroom management and its effects on the classroom environment. 
Parsonson’s (2012) paper is a review of tried and tested strategies for classroom behaviour management. He highlights a few problems within classroom management particularly that poor classroom management can lead to disruptive behaviour. He further states that a lack of training and knowledge of classroom behaviour management can lead to teachers using ineffective methods and strategies that lead to disruptive behaviour.  Postholm (2013) found, in a review of studies, that teachers often “do not connect their actions to any particular study” (Postholm, 2013, p. 393) and that there is a lack of knowledge and understanding of classroom management strategies and theories. This seems to be a common theme as it is mentioned further in a research paper by Johansen, A., Little, S. and Akin-Little, A. (2011). They conclude that the study highlighted problems in providing training and teachers developing professionally in classroom management. Without the knowledge and help to improve classroom management, many teachers struggle to use it effectively which leads to disruptive behaviour in the classroom.
Having established that a lack of knowledge is consistent with disruptive behaviour in the classroom, having the knowledge and understanding can only improve classroom management. If classroom management is well established in the classroom, then this will have a positive impact on the overall behaviour of the class. Parsonson’s (2012) review suggests the use of school-wide Interventions, classroom-based strategies, as well as individual child-focused interventions would lead to effective classroom behaviour management. However, the paper only looks in detail into classroom-based interventions. If children understand the rules put in place, they are more likely to follow them and continue to use them. Kern and Clemens (2007, cited in Parsonson, 2012, p.17), claim that having simple rules that are clear, putting routines in place that are predictable for the pupils and having signals in place for smooth transitions are essential for effective classroom management. Not only do rules need to be put in place but there needs to be a good routine as well. Bennett (2020, pp. 161-211) also talks about the importance of establishing a good routine by building strong habits. He agrees that the routine and rules put in place should be clear. However, once rules have been set and routines are beginning to form for them to be successful, it is suggested it is best for the rules and routine to be taught rather than told. Bennett (2020, p. 163) goes on to say that “routines are the building blocks of the classroom culture. Routine behaviour must be taught not told.”  Rosenshine’s (2012, cited in Bennett, 2020, p. 170) ‘Principles of Instruction’ shows how to teach something for it to be learned and understood. His method includes ten principles, 1. Review previous learning, 2. Present new material, 3. Ask questions, 4. Provide models, 5. Practise new material, 6. Check for understanding, 7. Obtain a high success rate, 8. Provide scaffolding, 9. Independent practice and 10. Monthly and weekly reviews. Bennett also suggests that a lot of teachers do these things instinctively when teaching and may not realise they are. In this instance to teach a routine or for pupils to follow rules it may be good practice to consider Rosenshine’s method to improve classroom management. 
Creating these everyday routines in a classroom and ensuring they are repeated and continued throughout the year will likely involve the teacher having to reinforce the behaviour. Skinner’s (1938) operant conditioning involves reinforcing the behaviours that you want to be repeated and not reinforcing the behaviours you don’t. Positive reinforcement, using praise or rewards, can be used to encourage the behaviour you want. This would then lead to the behaviour being repeated. The use of operant conditioning through positive reinforcement allows the teacher to show the types of behaviours that are expected in the classroom. McLeod (2018) suggests that to get the behaviour wanted it is best to “provide feedback on learner performance, e.g., compliments, approval, encouragement, and affirmations.” However, McLeod points out that although the use of positive reinforcement is a great tool it doesn’t take into consideration “the role of inherited and cognitive factors” and is considered an unfinished understanding of the learning process in humans. Other strategies may need to be put into place. Bennett (2020, pp. 233-278) warns that the overuse of praise can be dangerous, “it can normalise mediocrity if you keep praising actions that are easy to perform.” In the case of routines, praise may be useful to increase the behaviours wanted, however, in the context of the pupil’s work the wording of praise used would need to be considered to encourage pupils to continue to improve. This method could also be used in the context of trying to improve class behaviour. Essentially, by using Skinner’s method you would be training the children on how to use the equipment and environment correctly. Cowley (2011, p177) proposes if you “train them to behave well from the start…they will happily follow your instructions from then onwards.” Training children to use the equipment and environment correctly gives the children responsibility for their own learning. 
How the classroom environment is managed can also have a detrimental effect on the classroom dynamic and behaviour. Cowley (2011, pp141-157) discusses this concept further by saying a space that is cluttered, unorganised and difficult to move around will have a negative impact on a person's overall mood. Whereas a clearly defined space that makes use of its environment correctly, particularly in the Primary School setting, can improve mood and can help to control the children creating a less chaotic environment. She says by creating divides between different areas helps the teacher to control the children and will help to organise the movement of children by having them in defined areas. Having areas and the choice for the children to be able to explore outside as well as inside allows more freedom for children to move around, in effect the children may be less likely to be in each other’s way and should be able to focus on what they are doing. If the classroom environment can cause such a negative effect, then surely putting some thought into the layout can cause a positive effect, too.
Kern and Clemens (2007, cited in Parsonson, 2012, p.17), also emphasise that the use of praise has effects not only on the pupil who earns it but also on those nearby. When using verbal praise, it is important to be specific and to be descriptive for it to be beneficial. In connection to Skinner’s (1938) operant conditioning, praising and rewarding to reinforce expected behaviour, should affect all pupils who hear the reinforcement. They suggest that there should be more focus on positive reinforcement and if negative reinforcement is used then try and balance that. For every reprimand at least four praise statements should be provided. This way the child should receive more praise and encouragement compared to constant reprimands. Bennett (2020, pp. 233-278) says that praise needs to be sincere, proportionate, and targeted. It can be powerful for pupils who may not hear praise often as well. Bennett also states that the overuse of praise can be devalued and can normalise mediocracy. So, although praise is important and can have an overall positive effect on classroom management how a teacher uses it is more important as is not overusing it.
The teacher's ability to implement good classroom management and to maintain the expected expectations throughout the year can also depend on a teacher's overall well-being and ability to control their emotions. This can also have a big impact on the type of relationship a teacher has with their pupils. Jennings and Greenberg (2009, cited in Postholm, 2013, p. 391) look at “teachers' social and emotional competence and their own sense of well-being.” They discuss the importance of how a teacher interacts with pupils and how a teacher with better well-being, regarding having the knowledge of and the ability to self-regulate their emotions, is more likely to be better equipped to support pupils. They also state that a teacher is more likely to be a good role model for pupils in showing them preferred social and emotional behaviour. Curriculum for Wales (2022) statement, within health and well-being, “how we process and respond to our experiences affects our mental health and emotional well-being” highlights the importance of pupils being aware of their emotions, being able to express them and being able to self-regulate. It is therefore expected that the importance of a teacher's well-being should be taken into consideration too and similar ideas applied. A teacher needs to understand the importance of health and well-being within themselves before trying to help their pupils. The teacher may also be in a better position to teach pupils how to self-regulate and have better well-being. The type of relationship a teacher has with pupils can also affect how the pupils respond to the teacher and the type of environment the teacher is trying to create. Sutherland (2007, cited in Parsonson, 2012, p. 20) states “building positive relationships with pupils is an important antecedent strategy that can serve to reduce disruptive behaviour and student achievement.” Having poor relationships with pupils can affect the overall dynamic of the classroom and may cause extra stress for the teachers and pupils in the class. Donaldson’s (2015) four purposes under the heading healthy, confident individuals says “form positive relationships based upon trust and mutual respect.” For the pupils to have this type of relationship with teachers as well as other pupils in class then this type of behaviour must be modelled by the teacher and other staff in the classroom. Having good well-being and the knowledge to support pupils can help to build positive relationships that will benefit the classroom dynamic and overall behaviour of the pupils. 

Reflection and next steps

	During the observation of the critical incident, I was initially interested in the independent activities set by the teacher and the way the children flowed through the classroom from activity to activity and to the outside area. After reflecting upon the incident, I thought about how the children moved smoothly from one area to another, how the children had the option to explore outside, trust between teacher and pupil and how 2 of the children had put on high visibility vests to go outside. I wondered how the teacher had gotten to this stage, to feel comfortable enough to allow the children to freely roam and explore, within a short amount of time. It was upon this reflection that I decided to explore classroom management. 
	Using Gibbs’ (1988) model of reflection it has allowed me to think about how I initially felt about the incident I observed and how those feelings have led me to where I am now. My initial response to the critical incident was that I was unsure of how much freedom the children had to explore their environment. I thought that the teacher must really trust their students to let them freely engage with all the equipment. After the observation, I thought about how I felt and thought that the feelings I had were very judgmental and critical but not necessarily based on any theory, evidence or strategies. It was a more personal preference and what I had experienced in the past from other teachers and previous teaching experiences of my own. 
	The literature review has highlighted some key areas of classroom management that I had considered and had not considered before. Through exploring classroom management, it became apparent that there is a lot more to consider. A common theme that kept coming up was the lack of knowledge and training provided in effective classroom management. Teachers were still using unproven methods of management, which after some thought may have been strategies that the teachers have observed from other teachers. From this, I have concluded that if a lack of knowledge and that training may not be provided then it would be up to me as a professional to continue my research into effective classroom management and how to utilize it in the classroom effectively. I would also need to take into consideration the change in theories and new evidence that may arise in the future. This wouldn’t just be looking into classroom management strategies once, it would be an ongoing process, constantly learning and trial and error of strategies and reflecting on how effective they were or weren’t. 
	Other areas to consider were simplifying rules and creating effective routines. From the literature review and the critical incident, it is apparent that establishing the rules and routines as soon as possible helps to create an effective learning environment. It helps not only the teacher but also the children. They feel more secure and safe in a well-structured and organised environment. This also considers the lay out of the classroom. An organised, well-structured classroom will benefit the pupils and the teacher. 
	An area I hadn’t considered was the general well-being of the teacher and the effect this can have on the class and the teacher's ability to use classroom management effectively. Teachers, as well as students, have other things going on in their lives that they have to deal with as well. Being able to separate or deal with this so it doesn’t affect your teaching and pupils is a skill of its own. Understanding this, as a professional, is my duty to learn more about well-being, dealing with stress and managing everyday things. As well as demonstrating and passing these skills on to my pupils. Having good well-being would lead to being able to build positive relationships with pupils. If a teacher is stressed, angry and shouting at pupils all the time then trust can be lost, and it can be hard to forgive. Building those strong relationships from the start will benefit the classroom environment.
	Overall, there is still a lot more for me to explore, but the roots have been planted.  With the current knowledge I have gained from this I will be thinking about what I want to set from day one when my pupils enter that classroom and the first impressions of the classroom from the pupil's eyes. I will also look further into health and well-being and dealing with stress.

Conclusion

	There is a lot more to teaching than just entering a classroom and telling students to learn something. A teacher's role is forever growing and there are many areas to consider when thinking about this role. The teacher is often seen as a role model to pupils. How they present themselves, talk to others and talk to the pupils has a big impact on what pupils take away from their teacher. Another area to explore is how a teacher presents themselves through their classroom and how it is managed. For a teacher to be effective they need to plan and organise for a class of children they have yet to meet and get to know. They need to put rules and routines in place before they even know how those pupils will react to them. They need to consider how the classroom might affect their pupil's attitudes, behaviour, and well-being. Pupils spend most of their day in a classroom and this can have a positive and negative effect on the pupils depending on the environment the teacher has created for them. As a school environment, the classroom and the pupils in it are something that is forever changing a teacher needs to be able to think on their feet, use strategies and skills they already have and reflect on their teaching, what went well and what could have gone better. From this reflection, a teacher then must change, adapt and learn to improve their practice. It is a never-ending circle and there is always something new to learn and reflect upon.
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