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In general, I find they [critical incidents] have two major uses: they are an excellent way to develop an increasing understanding of and control over professional judgement, and thereby over practice; and they are also a means of finding a focus for classroom action research (Tripp, 2012, p.24).

Critical incidents, as outlined above by Tripp, are effective catalysts that aid in a teacher’s reflective practice. A critical incident is an unplanned event which occurs in the classroom and causes a teacher to reflect on a specific aspect of their teaching (Joshi, 2018, pp.82-83). Whilst at first these incidents might seem mundane and insignificant, they become critical depending on the value a teacher places on the event, and how it makes them reflect on their teaching practice. Both Peterson and Bruster (2013, pp.171-172) state that guiding student teachers to develop habits of reflection has been an ongoing priority of teacher education institutions across the globe. The process of reflective teaching is important to both the individual teacher and the wider profession, allowing for the improvement of both teacher practice and the quality of education delivered to learners (Pollard et al, 2019, p.76). Critical incidents have the benefit of granting an increased level of self-awareness to a teacher, whilst encouraging a teacher to both evaluate their practices and adjust were necessary (Joshi, 2018, pp.84-85).

The incident I witnessed which made me reflect on my teaching practice was on a certain aspect of classroom behaviour management. It occurred in a Year 9 Humanities class studying the Atlantic slave trade, with two groups of male learners located on the rear table. It involved consistent low-level disruption between both groups, who were both gossiping with each other and distracting learners in the row in-front of them. The teacher, who had a positive relationship with both groups, addressed the misbehaviour in a constructive and non-confrontational manner that saw the aforementioned pupils correct their behaviour and engage with the lesson. The incident made me question prior assumptions I held on how to manage classroom behaviour, especially concerning the behavioural approach to managing a classroom and the effectiveness of punishments for correcting misbehaviour. Therefore, my aim is question traditional ideas on how to manage misbehaviour and the effectiveness of a positive teacher-learner relationship.

Traditionally, behaviour management strategies fall under two broader approaches, specifically behaviourism and cognitive-behaviourism: the former focuses solely on observable behaviour and how it can be altered through reinforcement or punishment; whilst the latter focuses on the cognitive and emotional state of the learner, and altering how a learner thinks will ultimately change their behaviour (Chaplain, 2017, p.7). Frederic Skinner and his model of behaviour modification is an example of the former. Skinner believed that the idea of human free will was illusionary and that all actions were the result of previous consequences (Howell, 2014, pp.369-370). Those such as Skinner take their beliefs from a psychological principle called operant conditioning, which underpins the behaviourist approach. For them, when a learner’s actions are followed by a reward, they are more likely to be repeated and become established. Conversely, when an action is followed by no reward or even punishment, they are likely to decrease in frequency (Fontana, 1994, p.74).

McNamara and Moreton (2012, p.20) argue that traditionally, many teachers have focused too much on negative behaviour and handing out punishments rather than praising and reinforcing positive behaviour through either tangible items or social validation. For Fontana (1994, pp.82-83), punishments are not an effective method in dealing with misbehaviour, having detrimental effects on both the teacher-learner relationship and the motivation of a child to succeed in the classroom. Those such as Chaplain (2017, p.18) assert that positive reinforcement (rewarding desired behaviour) is more effective in improving a learner’s behaviour than punishment as it aims to teach learners how to behave in an acceptable way for the classroom. However, when consequences do need to be handed out, it is important that the learner understands the reason for the consequence, and mustn’t believe that the teacher is just trying to get payback at them. Furthermore, the consequence needs to teach the student about their behaviour, and encourage them to reflect on what led to them receiving a punishment (Rogers, 2006, pp.57).

Leaman (2005, pp.17-20) argues that establishing a fair system of rewards and consequences is an efficient way in reinforcing how you want things to be in your classroom: encouragement and praise are effective in promoting and maintaining acceptable behaviour, whilst punishments should be used as a last resort and issued out in a fair and proportional manner. This is supported by Cowley (2014, pp.14-15), who argues that you should “frame what you say in a positive light” and always prioritise rewards over sanctions. The Education Endowment Foundation (EEF) argues further, explicitly stating that “Putting in place clear reward systems can improve pupil behaviour in the classroom when used as part of a broader teacher classroom management strategy” (EEF, 2019, p.23). Additionally, evidence suggests that those teachers who praise students frequently, both on good behaviour and good quality of work, tend to be more effective in managing the classroom than those who rely on forceful coercion (Haydn, 2007, p.128). Nonetheless, Craig Seganti argues against this idea of rewarding positive behaviour, asserting that the classroom is for academic learning and nothing else, dismissing the need for rewarding positive behaviour as academic progress is sufficient enough (Howell, 2014, pp.371-373).

Yet, many teachers find the behaviourist approach too simplistic for a secondary classroom, lacking the nuance needed to deal with more challenging learners and being too far detached from reality, not providing the emotional depth needed to build a positive relationship with the learner (McNamara & Moreton, 2012, p.31). This is further supported by Fontana (1994, pp.96-97), who highlights that many see the approach as inhumane and manipulative, which can negatively affect the relationship between teacher and learner.

When considering the importance of a positive teacher-learner relationship, Kyriacou (2014, p.101) argues that two sets of criteria need to be met: the learner needs to respect the teacher’s authority and their ability to effectively manage pupil behaviour and the learning environment; and there needs to exist a mutual respect and rapport between teacher and learner, with both understanding and respecting the needs of one and other. The work of Carl Rogers and the humanistic approach to learning has had a significant influence on the teacher-learner relationship, advocating for teachers to show an interest in the lives of their learners and to make and effort for social interaction (Kyriacou, 2014, pp.108-112). McNamara & Morton (2012, pp.35-36) extend on this sentiment and examine the importance of empathy: empathetic teachers can recognise what is going on in a situation through their own lived experiences and relate to the learners on a personal level, thus improving the relationship and having a better hold over the learning environment.

Cognitive-behaviourism differs substantially from behaviourism, as it stresses the importance of attempting to view the classroom through the eyes of the learner. Fundamentally, it takes the view that if the pupil sees the learning environment the teacher has curated as being relevant to their own personal development, they will be more likely to engage. Conversely, if the learners are disengaged, then they will be more likely to misbehave (McPhillimy, 1996, pp.56-57). This is supported by Haydn (2007, p.108), who argues that learner misbehaviour can stem from them being bored and disinterested in learning what is presented to them in classrooms. Chaplian (2017, p.20) takes this further, stressing the importance of learner self-efficacy: a psychological principle measuring an individual’s belief in their ability to complete a task or achieve a goal. The teacher should aim to structure the learner’s experience so that they feel success and competence, even if this starts at a low level. If this is achieved, the pupil will become more confident and more willing to engage in the work, and the likelihood of misbehaviour will decrease (McPhillimy, 1996, pp.59-60).

Central to cognitive-behaviourism is a focus on the learner’s internal thoughts and processes. Educational psychologists such as William Glaser and Rudolf Dreikurs assert that all human beings have this innate desire for belonging, and will behave in such a way as to achieve social recognition (Howell, 2014, pp.373-380). Therefore, misbehaviour can be viewed as a misguided attempt by the learner to achieve social validation. Both psychologists reject the use of coercive measures such as reinforcement and punishment, instead arguing that disruptive behaviour can only be rectified once learners understand their actions and learn alternatives (Howell, 2014, pp.373-380). Watkins (2000, p.6) connects this to a broader societal issue that is prevalent in Britain, a belief that if we try to diminish a misbehaviour by mild punishment and that ends up being unsuccessful, the next recourse is to enact a more severe punishment: this has the adverse effect of turning teachers into surveillance monitors rather than managers of learning. Furthermore, Watkins (2006, p.6) argues that a consistent focus on either punishment or rewards only encourages learners to be compliant, and does not teach them how to successfully manage their own behaviour. 

Nonetheless, not everyone would reject the ideas put-forth by behaviourists. McPhillimy (1996, p.53) argues that a teacher should adopt an integrated approach, which he titles as Behavioural, Reflective, Relationship (BRR). He argues that a system of consequences and rewards is a crucial mechanic in managing behaviour, and that disruptive behaviour should be stopped as quickly as possible. Nonetheless, the teacher needs to make sure their lessons are purposeful and exciting, whilst considering the learners point of view when making decisions that affect the entirety of the classroom. More critically, there are those that find cognitive behaviourism too vague and imprecise, as it’s impossible to peer in to the mind of the learner. Furthermore, critics see the approach as very subjective, as each teacher will develop their own way of applying the approach, thus lacking the consistency found in behaviourism (Fontana, 1994, pp.119-120).

Elis & Janet (2018, p.31) argue that the term behaviour management is inherently limited, with too much emphasis being placed on trying to eradicate ‘bad’ behaviour rather than trying to curate a learning environment where the pupils want to learn. Therefore, they advocate for teachers to introduce and teach ‘learning behaviours’ to their learners so they can effectively manage their own behaviour. The EEF defines a learning behaviour as “a behaviour that is necessary in order for a person to learn effectively in the group setting of the classroom” (EEF, 2019, p.16). The EEF argues that learners who are aware of their own behaviour and have the capacity to self-regulate and deploy relevant coping mechanisms will be less likely to engage in misbehaviour. Examples of learning behaviours include emotional, such as mental well-being and self-esteem; social, such as learner relationships with peers and staff; and cognitive, such as cognitive load and motivation (EEF, 2019, p.17). This doesn’t mean that strategies to manage behaviour should be abandoned, but that a teacher should be more reflective on how behaviour management is integrated into the promotion of learning (Ellis & Janet, 2018, p.43). Watkins (2000, pp.2-3) extends on this, arguing that schools which are able to promote self-discipline amongst learners whilst actively involving them in the learning process and showing genuine regard for their personal development do better than those schools which have a poor teacher-learner relationship and rely on inflicting punishment to correct misbehaviour.

As mentioned above, the class that I observed was a Year 9 Humanities class covering the topic of the Atlantic slave trade. The class was of a more capable ability, evenly split between boys and girls. The teacher had opted not to use a traditional boy-girl seating plan, so the class was split between girls on the front row, mixed on the middle row and boys on the rear row. The rear row was then split into two groups, one group of four to the right, facing the whiteboard and one group of six to the left. The left group was the most disruptive, persistently talking when the teacher was explaining the learning intentions. This then saw the group on the right get more disruptive, to the point where both groups were disrupting the rows in front of them. The teacher, rather than shouting at them or threatening consequences, went over to the back row and started to engage in friendly dialogue with both groups. Then, with confidence and a clear tone of voice, asked the boys to be less talkative and focus on the task at hand, stating that if they didn’t, there would be consequences. The boys responded positively, ceasing their misbehaviour and began to carry on with the task set. The teacher maintained a calm and composed demeanour throughout the lesson, and would frequently engage in conversation with learners and ask them about their personal lives. Not only did this result in a positive learning environment that kept the learners engaged, but also saw a remarkable drop in disruptive behaviour.

What this critical incident shows was both a non-confrontational approach to behaviour management, whilst showcasing the benefits of a positive teacher-learner relationship in manging both behaviour and the learning environment. There existed a mutual respect between teacher and learner, with the teacher showing a genuine interest in the pupils’ lives and making an effort for social conversation throughout the lesson (Kyriacou, 2014, pp.108-111). Furthermore, the teacher managed to remain calm and composed; showed genuine respect to the pupils and avoided expressing any negativity; and kept the intervention as low-level as possible (Robertson, 2002, pp.38-39). The teacher, and his ability to display an aura of confidence and respectability, worked in his favour when correcting misbehaviour. Long (2005, pp.18-19) argues that a teacher’s uncertainty can be sensed and exploited by a learner; pacing, fidgeting and self-grooming will all be seen as signs of insecurity by a classroom, which will likely increase the chances of the class misbehaving. Furthermore, respect and integrity are of paramount importance: if your pupils think highly of you, they will want to please you or even impress you, making your job managing behaviour much easier (Leaman, 2005, p.21).

What was interesting about the incident was that the teacher did not employ a boy-girl seating plan. As mentioned previously, the class was split into mainly girls at the front and boys at the rear, with a mixture in the middle row. Traditionally, I would’ve viewed this as a poor strategy, but reflecting on the layout of the classroom, I see that the teacher had actually thought it through. Parsonson (2012, p.17) argues that the layout of the classroom has a significant bearing on how well a teacher can effectively control the learning environment. Evidence suggests that classrooms organised into rows are more effective in increasing pupil concentration and reducing the noise level. Furthermore, whilst some teachers prefer the traditional boy-girl split, evidence suggests that if a boy is surrounded by girls, they are more likely to become introverted and are less likely to engage in the learning process (Parsonson, 2012, p.17).

Whilst the teacher I observed was considerably adept at managing classroom behaviour, employing sound strategies and maintaining a composed outlook, I would have to employ additional techniques before I could effectively manage classroom behaviour. Although charisma and the right depth of character are effective in both controlling and motivating learners, it is not enough to maintain a well-behaved classroom on a consistent basis. Dixie (2007, pp.7-8) argues that establishing those rules and routines with your classroom in the initial stages of the year is vital in implementing an effective teaching and learning environment. Dixie calls this the ‘establishment phase’, and the ability for a teacher to control their emotions during this stage has a direct correlation with how well they will be able to form a positive relationship with their learners. Furthermore, I would need to adhere to certain principles to cultivate an effective learning environment, such as creating a seating plan; knowing all the learners by name; clearly explaining to all learners that any level of disruption is unacceptable; appear confident and well-versed in my subject content; and would need to make sure that each learner feels they are valued in the classroom and are a central part to the learning process (Dixie, 2007, pp.16-18). Rogers (2006, pp.49-50) would recommend for the creation of a classroom behaviour agreement, seeing it as an important collaborative process between teacher and learner that values the needs and expectations of both. What is crucial to discuss with the class when making this agreement is the need for consequences. As mentioned previously, learners need to understand that consequences are not just the teacher trying to get back at them, but are meant to encourage the learner to reflect on their behaviour and ask themselves why they are receiving a punishment: only then can they hope to course-correct. (Rogers, 2006, p.57).

Although creating a classroom behaviour agreement is important, it is of paramount importance that I don’t contradict the school’s own behaviour policy. An Ofsted report (2014, pp.14-15) examines the detrimental effects that haphazard application of the school’s behaviour policy has on learners, which causes confusion and frustration. The report highlights that inconsistent application of a school’s behaviour policy results in limited success in dealing with low-level disruption. Furthermore, those who actually applied the policy correctly felt that they had now become the ‘disliked teacher’, and thus felt ostracised and despondent (Ofsted, 2014, pp.14-15). Therefore, I will need to adhere to the school’s behaviour policy as well as my own behavioural agreement to effectively manage low-level disruption.

As Leaman (2005, pp.14-15) adequately states, a major obstacle teachers face when attempting to manage classroom behaviour is that many young children fail to recognise the relationship between their actions and the consequences received for said action. Thus, when challenging unacceptable behaviour, it is important to encourage learners to take responsibility for their actions, and that if they carry on there will be consequences to face up to. Nonetheless, keeping too tight of a leash has the adverse effect of intimidating the class into submission whilst not actually teaching the learners how to regulate their own behaviour. What I need to do as a teacher is encourage accountability: I need to show learners that there are two outcomes to their behaviour, one that results in a positive outcome and the other that results in a negative one (Leaman, 2005, pp.14-15).

Most important to all this is the emphasis I will need to place on reflection and adaption. As Pollard et al (2019, p.87) argues, education is a cyclical process, with teachers needing to constantly update and refine their pedagogies whilst delivering engaging lessons to their learners. This also requires me to have an open-mind: only considering approaches and methods to behaviour management that pre-align with my existing views will inevitably weaken my ability to develop as a teacher. I will need to experiment with a plethora of different strategies to evaluate which one is best suited to both the classroom and my specific teaching style (Pollard et al, 2019, p.90).

Reflecting on what has previously been discussed, both in context with the literature and my critical incident, there are certain approaches and methodologies to behavioural management which are more favourable, due to how the educational system has evolved over the last few decades. Developing a positive relationship with your learners is one such approach, being seen as crucial for maintaining discipline and keeping learners engaged in the classroom. Another approach which has gained traction is the belief that learners should be encouraged to take responsibility for their own behaviour, with the teacher being encouraged to help the learner develop certain learning behaviours so they can better adapt to the classroom environment.

When discussing why these approaches have gained precedence over the preceding decades, it is important to evaluate them in the right context, especially considering the evolving landscape of Welsh education. Graham Donaldson’s report into the state of education in Wales highlighted many key areas of focus for the future, but two of the pedagogical approaches he recommended are of most pertinence to this essay. Donaldson (2015, pp.67-69) argued that for a teacher to be successful, they need to create “authentic contexts for learning” whilst encouraging “children and young people to take increasing responsibility for their actions”. Both of these points are intrinsically linked to behaviour management for two reasons: first, it is important that the learners in a classroom see the relevance of what they are being taught and how they can apply that to the outside world. If a learner can see that what they are being taught is relevant to them, then they will be less likely to misbehave. Second, encouraging a learner to take responsibility for their learning comes with the additional caveat that they are able to behave in a way that doesn’t undermine their ability to learn and progress as an individual. The learner needs to be able to employ relevant learning behaviours as to not detract from the learning experiences of both themselves and their fellow learners.

Although there has been much call to reform the education system and to adapt how we manage a classroom in the present day, that doesn’t mean all what came before must now suddenly be abandoned. Establishing a clear and fair system of rewards and consequences in your classroom is still considered a proficient way in managing learner behaviour. Moreover, if the learners see you applying the system consistently, they will come to see the benefits of working with you to create an effective learning environment (Leaman, 2005, p.17). Furthermore, there are situations where a teacher will need to firmly deal with unacceptable behaviour, especially if that behaviour threatens the safety of both the teacher and other learners (Robertson, 2002, p.21).

In summary, the critical incident I observed made me reflect on an important aspect of my teaching pedagogy, thus refining my knowledge to better handle instances of disruption that occur in my classroom. Learning about the differing approaches to behaviour management, and the evolution of the topic over the course of decades has furthered my understanding of what needs to occur in a classroom as to guarantee an effective and disciplined learning environment. What has now become apparent is the need to move past the traditional overreliance on punishments and belligerent engagement with learner misbehaviour, and focus more on fostering a positive classroom atmosphere coupled with a genuine concern for the wellbeing and livelihood of the learners. In classrooms I will now focus on building an effective rapport with my learners and will need to take their needs into account. Yet, I will still make sure an effective system of rewards and consequences is in place to act as the bedrock for my classroom. I will need to explain the rules and expectations clearly to the learners and make sure they have a say on the matter, all whilst making sure their learning experience is both relevant and engaging.

Going forward, the literature on behaviour management is both vast and impactful, offering a variety of approaches and strategies to help new and experienced teachers become better practitioners. Nonetheless, there seems to be a lack of nuance in the discussion, with many books and journal articles acting more as general self-help guides, rather than focusing on the most appropriate strategies for specific groups of individuals/cultures. An example could be on what behavioural management strategies would be most relevant to a learner who comes from an impoverished background, who feels that they lack the advantageous of their fellow learners and thus becomes disenfranchised from the learning experience: this can further be applied to learners from all sorts of different backgrounds and cultures, to make sure they feel valued and engaged with the learning process. Furthermore, what could be useful is a study into the differing behavioural management practices employed across secondary schools in Wales. This could be complied into a resource for teachers to develop and reflect on their own practice and to learn from their peers. All things considered, whilst the literature is substantial, a little bit of nuance will go a long way to further the field and make everyone more effective practitioners.
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