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

The aim of this essay is to define the term critical incidents in education and to analyse and evaluate an observation where a critical incident has occurred using Tripp’s (2012) methodology. A link to pedagogical and developmental theories will be highlighted to provide an understanding of the child and their holistic development. The role of a reflective practitioner will be included to enhance the future outcomes of the child and to highlight the next teaching and learning steps following the incident. Recent research and legislation will be apparent within this essay to highlight the importance of professional practice. Finally, a conclusion will be drawn to summarise the findings of the essay. 

To define the term critical incident in education, it is when an incident occurs suddenly and unexpectedly which causes disruption or further engagement to the learner/s (Education.gov.uk, 2023). These incidents can occur at any time within the classroom and may be seen as a typical occurrence. However, the actions of the observer have a detrimental impact on the significance of the event (Tripp, 2012). According to Tripp (2012), critical incidents provide the professional with a motive to increase their understanding of the children in their classroom and provides them with an area of focus for their classroom action research. This allows the professional to theorize key aspects of the incident and analyse the situation logically rather than emotionally (Tripp. 2012). This is recognised by both Kolb (1984) and Gibbs (1988) as their theories on reflection highlight the importance of taking the individuals’ feelings into consideration and using them as a tool in hindsight. Furthermore, Tripp (2012) highlights the importance of both positive and negative critical incidents as it provides the professional with the opportunity to be reflective and to develop strategies on how to improve their future practice in relation to the event observed. Through observation of a critical incident which is evident in the appendices section, it provides information on a child that struggles to join the morning circle time due to the child taking an interest to the expressive art materials displayed on the tables. The observed incident occurred within a year 1 mixed gender classroom of 30 students accompanied by a teacher and teaching assistant. The following sections will consist of the observed critical incident being analysed, making reference to the Curriculum for Wales and other theoretical approaches to education whilst taking into consideration the teaching methods used. 

The role of critical reflection and approaches to learning.

Throughout decades, the importance of reflection has been highly recognised within education as challenging situations occur regularly, and with reflection being an essential tool used by professionals, it allows improvements within practice to occur (Tripp, 2012). The importance of reflection is recognised by many educational theorists and is a key factor within current pedagogy (Bates, 2019). To elaborate, educational professionals reflect on their planning and teaching regularly to improve the learning intentions, enabling them to reflect on the areas for learning and environment for children. In addition, professionals use in action reflection as the element of risk assessments are essential for safeguarding children. This links to Schön’s (1983) theory of reflection as he states that individuals obtain the ability to reflect in action and on action. Schön’s in action reflection is widely used within classroom environments, as it ensures the safety of children and provides the practitioner with the skills to deescalate a situation before it becomes a safeguarding concern. Furthermore, Gibbs (1988) and Kolb (1984) highlight the key aspects of reflection and present a procedure on how to reflect to enable positive improvements whilst preventing reoccurrences of negative incidents. In contrast to Schön’s reflective approach, Gibbs (1988) and Kolb (1984) include a fundamental aspect of reflection being the individuals emotions. This aspect is supported by Tripp (2012) and Moon (1999) as they believe professionals need to observe and research into the reasons behind an incident occurring whilst taking into consideration the emotions of the individuals involved as they significantly impact the outcomes. 

Looking through the lens of Dewey (1963) he recognises the importance of reflection for both the professional and the learner. Dewey (1963) highlights that experiences are a key factor when it comes to reflection as experiences provide any one person with the ability to reflect. This evidence would suggest that both a negative and positive critical incident provides the opportunity for reflection and improvement to occur for both the child and professional, showing similarities to Tripp’s (2012) methodology. Reflection has allowed professionals to gain an understanding of the way children learn. To distinguish the link between Dewey and Montessori (1964), Montessori believed that children learn best through hands on experiences as the hand and brain connect and develop in harmony. This results in the child developing a deeper cognitive understanding, allowing reflection to take place. However, Montessori (1964) continues to highlight the importance of observations within the classroom for enabling the professional to reflect, as conducting an observation without being present within the situation allows the professional to view the whole incident, without absence of fundamental detail. As a result, the teacher will be able to adjust their teaching methods to best support the children’s learning, benefitting their holistic development (Tripp, 2012). 

The use of reflection is evident amongst the Welsh Government as they used reflection whilst viewing the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) results due to Wales ranking significantly low against other countries regarding academic performance (OECD, 2023). This resulted in the government requesting a curriculum review to be conducted by Graham Donaldson in 2014. Donaldson (2015) published his findings within the Successful Futures Report 2015 leading to the reform of the Curriculum for Wales. This shows the importance of continuous reflection within education. As a result, reflection and observation continues to be an intrinsic part in current pedagogy as the Curriculum for Wales highlights the importance of professionals thinking of the “what, why and how” when referring their teaching to the four purposes of the curriculum (Donaldson, 2015, p.71). Furthermore, as Wales have adopted the United Nations Conventions of the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) the curriculum has integrated these principles and have placed emphasis on the wellbeing of each child relating to their rights (Unicef, 2023). This reform calls for further consistent reflection and continuous professional development as every child is different and it is the role of the professional to ensure their needs are met to sufficiently meet all four purposes of the curriculum. Further legislation such as the Wellbeing of Future Generations Act Wales (2015) set out seven wellbeing goals that include a ‘more equal Wales’. This should be a key consideration within classrooms in Wales as the Act outlines that it is the responsibility of public sectors such as education to fulfil this prospect (Welsh Government, 2022). This calls for further reflection and research to be conducted following critical incidents as it allows the professional to adapt to every individual’s needs (Tripp, 2012).

How best children learn relating to theory. 
Establishing the needs of children may be a challenging task as every child is different and many factors can impact the child and their holistic development (Aces aware, 2018). Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACES) are experiences a child goes through that may be traumatic and cause barriers to their development (Aces aware, 2018). For example, children living in poverty may be at a disadvantage when gaining real life experiences (Action for Children, 2023). Another example, is children with additional learning needs as they may need an intervention where a team around the child is formed (TAC) to ensure they are reaching their full potential, creating an inclusive environment and meeting the aims outlined in the Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal (Wales) Act 2018. As a result, in depth research has been conducted to best describe the way children learn considering these factors, resulting in the development of educational theories (Bates, 2019). In addition, these educational theories have a significant impact on current education and pedagogy across the world. For example, the curriculum for Wales has outlined the importance of learning through their peers and real-life experiences (Donaldson, 2015). This correlates with a social constructivist approach to education. However, behaviour management across educational settings in Wales may differ, for example, some practitioners may take a more constructivist approach to behaviour management where meeting the rules set out by the teacher are the focused outcome. Whereas some may apply a humanistic approach where the wellbeing of the child is the focus. This depends on the way the teacher observes and reflects on the children and their leaning in the classroom, impacting their teaching methods and next steps.   


School Context. 

Whilst the following sections will include a critical analysis of an observed incident relating to a child in a school setting, the information shared will align with the guidelines established by BERA (2018) ensuring equity and confidentiality regarding the participants. 
Reflecting on this, the name of the children, staff and educational setting will stay anonymous throughout. 

The observation was carried out in an English medium primary school situated in an urban area. The school is made up of 755 students of mixed gender and ability. The age ranges between 3-11 years. The critical incident occurred in a year one classroom with 30 students, a teacher and a teaching assistant. For context, the incident occurred at the start of the afternoon session on a Monday. The classroom was prepared for delivery of an expressive arts activity, with the art materials laid out on the table. The teacher invited the children to join her on the carpet and form a circle for a discussion. However, child A refused to join the children. The teaching assistant reassured the child and encouraged him to join but child A seemed distracted by the expressive arts materials. Child A picked a paintbrush and started to explore the material. The teaching assistant walked over and took the paintbrush from child A and walked him over to the carpet. Child A seemed frustrated, throwing himself onto the floor and laying down. The teaching assistant then asked Child A if they would like to sit near *child’s name* or next to her. Child A decided to sit next to the named child and join the circle time. The teacher continued to reiterate the purpose of the activity, which was painting a butterfly, relating to the topic of last week’s session being the life cycle of a butterfly. Child A engages with the discussion by naming the parts of the butterfly lifecycle, however, Child A becomes distracted by looking around the classroom and rocking back and forth. The teacher specifically asks Child A his favourite part of the life cycle to which he replies “butterfly”. Child A reengages and manages to complete circle time. 

Literature Review and Impact on Future Practice. 
The critical incident occurred in a classroom where the curriculum for Wales is strategically implemented. To define the link between the incident to the four purposes of the Curriculum for Wales (2022) the expressive arts lesson based on the lifecycle of the butterfly corresponds with the purpose of ‘creating ethnical, informed citizens’, as the children are gaining an understanding of the world around them (Donaldson, 2015, p5). Furthermore, the session links with creating ‘healthy, confident individuals’ as the children participate in a group discussion, allowing them to gain confidence and build respectful relationships with one another (Donaldson, 2015, p5). The use of cross-curricular skills is evident within the observed session as the children are introduced to new vocabulary relating to language literacy and communication. Furthermore, numeracy is evident within this lesson as the children are encouraged to count how many stages are within the butterfly lifecycle (Donaldson, 2015). By viewing the incident through a critical lens, the teaching methods used link to a constructivist approach to learning as the children are building on knowledge they have previously been subjected to which links to Piaget (1957) theory on new learning being built upon existing learning. Bruner’s (1971) theory concurs with Piaget as he believed that teachers should assess the child’s knowledge prior to the session taking place, then expand their knowledge further and reassess at the end to understand the child’s ability to obtain the information presented. Reflecting on the critical incident, past experiences and knowledge obtained may have been overlooked by the teacher as Child A is able to respond to direct questioning without being engaged within the session. This provides an opportunity for the teacher to look at the assessment for learning (AFL) relating to the child, enabling her to reflect on Child A’s progression steps and move on to enhanced provision fulfilling aspects of the Curriculum for Wales. In addition, a social constructivist approach is evident as the children are provided with the opportunity to learn through social interaction whilst participating in the circle time distinguishing a link to Vygotsky (1962) and his theory on Zone of Proximal Development relating to scaffolding the child’s learning. Vygotsky firmly believes that children gain a greater understanding of a topic if engaged with others socially. Moreover, Vygotsky’s (1962) approach may be viewed as outdated due to his theory on social development being established in 1962. However, it shows relevance to modern classrooms that implement the Curriculum for Wales as the curricular places emphasis on the child gaining the skills to allow them to become socially aware and respectful, encouraging positive relationships to form between learners, allowing support and scaffolding to take place within classrooms across Wales (hwb.gov.wales, 2022).

The observed critical incident provides a solid base for further research as it links to a variety of different theoretical perspectives. To elaborate, Child A seems to be distracted by the classroom set up and finds it difficult to engage in the circle time. This links with Sweller’s (1988) theory on cognitive overload as the classroom itself is acting as a stimulus, the instructions of the teacher are overlooked by the child, causing the child to use their sensory neuron and explore the materials. According to Sweller (1988), this may cause the child to find difficulty engaging and obtaining new information. However, Montessori (1964) believed that preparing the classroom for activities with the use of materials is an essential part of cognitive development in contrast to cognitive overload. Furthermore, Montessori (1964) believed that the prepared classroom sparks an interest in exploration which is evident within the observation. Reflecting on this, for future teaching steps the teacher could include materials within the circle time to engage the learners, allowing a deeper cognitive understanding to take place. This provides the child with a concrete experience, enabling him to progress onto abstract learning. This could prevent Child A wanting to leave the circle time as his explorational needs are being met. Linking this to Maslow’s hierarchy of needs pyramid (1987), Child A shows frustration when being redirected to the circle time on the carpet due to his exploration needs not being met. According to Maslow (1987) this could result in a barrier to the child’s development as the child’s needs are not being met which may cause further disengagement and prevent the child reaching the top of the pyramid being the self-fulfilment phase. Montessori (1967) concurs with Maslow (1987) as she believes that children experience sensitive periods, with the most crucial sensitive periods occurring between the ages of birth to six. Due to Child A being of the age of 5 years, by preventing the child fulfilling his sensory needs it may cause the child to take a step back from refining their own learning experiences, impacting him during adolescence (Montessori,1967). To ensure the learners needs are met, including Child A’s sensory sensitive period into the circle time would benefit his developmental milestones greatly, meeting the purpose of ‘creating ambitious, capable learners’ within the curriculum, as the child will be able to form greater ideas and concepts of the activity proposed (Hwb.gov.wales, 2022). Whilst making small adjustments to the teaching steps taken within the observation, Child A’s wellbeing may benefit significantly, meeting the wellbeing area of the curriculum for Wales. 

Looking at the behaviour management aspect that took place within the observed critical incident, the teaching assistant takes a positive correction approach by allowing the child to choose where he sits during circle time. This results in the teacher obtaining the outcome she needs whilst allowing the child control over the situation. This approach links with Rogers (2011) theory on behaviour management as he highlights that if you provide the child with choice and direction, they will make an informed choice relating to the limits and boundaries that have been implemented into the classroom. Rogers (2011) continues to highlight the importance of positive relationships between the child and teacher as they will share a mutual level of respect, installing positive behaviour within the environment. In contrast, according to Skinner (1953) and his operant conditioning theory, he believed that the child’s misbehaviour should be controlled by using negative reinforcement resulting in punishment. Skinner (1953) concluded that by installing fear into the child, they will avoid misbehaviour, ensuring that the child acts accordingly to the expectations of the teacher. However, through witnessing the work of Rogers (2011) being implemented within the incident, it was shown to be productive, enabling child A to correct their behaviour whilst maintaining a positive relationship with his teaching assistant. Furthermore, the wellbeing of the child was supported whilst tackling their behaviour, ensuring the wellbeing aspect of the curriculum for Wales (2022) was fulfilled. This approach further links with Hughes (2023) PACE theory as he believed that children need to have a secure positive relationship with their teachers for them engage and articulate information within their shared environment. Hughes (2023) work relates significantly to the wellbeing of the child as he believed providing a positive consistent environment, the child will thrive holistically. Reflecting on this, the writer will be implementing the work of Rogers (2011) and Hughes (2023) into her future practice when tackling misbehaviour to maintain health relationships with her learners, creating a positive environment. 

Within the observation of the critical incident, the use of social interaction was sufficiently implemented within the planning of the session due to the circle time discussion taking place. This provided the children with the opportunity to share their ideas and perspective on the topic being discussed, providing the children with their own voice meeting article 12 of the UNCRC (2019). This further allows learning opportunities to occur between peers. Piaget (1957) overlooks the social interaction aspect of learning as he believed that children thrive through constructing their own knowledge, disregarding social interactions as a learning opportunity. However, whilst having the social aspect implemented within the session, the children were expected to complete their work independently which allows the teacher to carry out an assessment of learning to conclude what knowledge the children have obtained. Reflecting on this, it allows the teacher to analyse their next teaching steps to prepare the children for the assessment for learning. This allows the teacher to decide if they need to revisit the topic within the next session, preventing cognitive overload (Sweller, 1988). 

[bookmark: _GoBack]From critically analysing the incident observed, the key considerations for the writers future practice include the aspect of supporting the needs of every individual learner and separating the learner from the behaviour they display (Hughes, 2023). This relates to her philosophy for education as she believes that providing a positive environment that meets the needs of each individual learner is essential. To achieve this, forming positive attachments with the children is vital. Bowlby (2008) suggests in his attachment theory that if children develop a secure attachment with their teacher, it allows the child to further engage with their environment and resources, benefitting their holistic development. According to Bronfenbrenner (1979) and his ecological systems theory, if the teacher has a greater awareness of their learners, they will be able to provide learning experiences that reflect the needs of the child, supporting their holistic development and wellbeing. Thus, positively impacts the levels of engagement shown by the children in the classroom, allowing them to reach the self-fulfilment section of Maslow’s hierarchy of needs pyramid (Maslow, 1987). Furthermore, from the writer having experience in a setting where a social constructivist approach was taken, she is influential to taking this approach within her future classroom. Meaning, she believes children learn best through social interaction and hands on experiences that enable children to build on their own knowledge independently. Relating this to the critical incident observed, it has reinforced the writers existing beliefs in education as she believes using concrete materials throughout the discussion within the circle time may entice the children to want to discuss and explore the topic related materials, which may have prevented Child A being distracted. Moreover, this could meet the sensory needs of Child A, ensuring engagement and allowing them to gain a deeper understanding of the topic. A key area of focus the writer will take into her future practice includes the assessment of learning process. From analysing the incident, she believes the importance of enhanced provision has been highlighted as a key factor that must be taken into consideration throughout the planning of her next teaching and learning steps. This will be implemented by using the approach Sweller (1988) refers to in his cognitive load theory. To elaborate, within future practice the writer will ensure to complete regular checkpoints within each lesson at the start, middle and end, to allow her to gain an understanding of the knowledge obtained by the children. For example, an assessment of learning (AOL) will be conducted prior, to understand which progression step each child is at relating to the topic. From this, the writer will implement the most effective teaching and learning steps within the lesson ensuring challenge and improvements occur. Reflecting on this, the children will be able to progress within every lesson and will prevent cognitive under and overload, allowing the children to gain positive learning experiences within the classroom (Sweller, 1988).

Conclusion.
To conclude, using Tripp’s (2012) methodology regarding viewing critical incidents as a way of further developing the next teaching and learning steps for the classroom following research, it has allowed the writer to gain a wider understanding of theoretical perspectives. Furthermore, the teaching and learning methods explored within this assignment have impacted the writer and their own pedagogical choices. To elaborate, the writer now recognises the importance of consistent observation on incidents that may seem typical yet provide an opportunity for further classroom action research. This will be something she takes into future practice as it will enable her to further support the children in her classroom and allow consistent monitoring of the children’s AOL and AFL. As a result, the planning integrated into the classroom will be able to meet the progression steps of each individual learner. Moreover, the critical incident observed has influenced the writer to ensuring the integration of social interaction in the classroom as it allows children the opportunity to learn through their peers whilst allowing scaffolding to take place (Vygotsky, 1962). This could then encourage children to become more supportive of their peers, creating an inclusive environment. Furthermore, the writer now places further emphasis on providing the children with real life experiences within the AoLEs as she agrees with Dewey (1997), Piaget (1957) and Montessori (1964) with their beliefs that children gain a deeper cognitive understanding of a subject if it is linked to their own experiences. In addition, through carrying out research on Sweller (1988) and his cognitive load theory, the writer will be implementing this theory into her future practice to ensure the children in her classroom are consistently challenged, improving and obtaining knowledge that will support them in achieving the four purposes outlined in the Curriculum for Wales. Overall, through conducting research regarding a critical incident, the writer has recognised the positive impact it has had on her continuous professional development, and this is a key factor that she will continuously implement within her practice as a teacher.
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Appendences. 


Record 1
	Date and time, year group: 9th October 2023, 1:pm, Year one. 


	Where and When: Context of the observation – subject/AOLE, general classroom context.
The incident occurred in an English Medium Primary School, in a year one classroom of 30 students of mixed gender and ability.  The area of learning (AOLE’s) and experience related to the expressive arts. The aspect of cross-curricular skills is evident within the planning of this session as it links to other AOLE’s being humanities as the children are gaining an understanding of the world and language literacy and communication and the children are engaging with new vocabulary. The critical incident occurred on a Monday afternoon at 1pm, just after the children had finished their lunch time.  


	What happened: a detailed description of the critical incident(the more detail the better to refer to in your later work)

1:00pm – Child A enters the cloak room and takes his coat off, returning it to his peg. Child A walks into the main classroom and watches the other students joining the main teacher on the carpet forming a circle. Child A investigates the classroom, looking around at the tables which are displaying expressive art materials. The teacher assistant approaches Child A and asks him to join the other children on the carpet. Child A does not acknowledge the teaching assistant verbally but starts to walk towards the carpet. Child A pauses and he starts to look again at the materials displayed on the table. Child A picks up a paintbrush and starts playing with the brussels. Child A continues to rub the end of the paintbrush across the palm of his left hand. 

1:07pm – The teaching assistant approaches child A and took the paintbrush from him and asked him to join the circle time. Child A walks over to the carpet assisted by the teaching assistant. Child A throws himself on the floor, showing disengagement. The teaching assistant approaches Child A and asks him whether they would like to sit next to her in the circle time or next to *named child*. Child A decides to join the circle and sit next to the named child. 

1:11pm – Child A starts to engage in the circle time but then starts to look around at the other children and around the classroom. Child A starts to rock back and forth with their fingers in their mouth. The teacher notices Child A’s disengagement and directly asks him “what part of the butterfly lifecycle is your favourite”. Child A looks at his teacher as responds “butterfly”. The teacher acknowledges Child A’s response and asks another child. Child A starts to engage back in the circle time and listens to his peers answer the questions given by the teacher.

1:20pm – the circle time ends and Child A shows eagerness to start the expressive arts activity. 


	Areas of possible exploration: what you think could be” under the hood” in these incidents? What avenues of research could you consider?

Research can be conducted regarding behaviourist approaches within educational theories. Allowing a deeper understanding of the approaches that could be implemented to ensure the child understands their limits and boundaries. 

Further research on social learning linking to theorists such as Vygotsky and Piaget. Furthermore, understanding the child’s needs regarding his explorational needs, linking to Montessori and further research on providing the children with hands on concrete experiences. 

A link could be defined to the Curriculum for Wales for assessment of learning as Child A seems to be able to answer to direct questioning without being engaged. This could be linked to the importance of enhanced provision, progression steps and meeting the child’s academic abilities.



	Notes: any details you can note (is it a busy environment, is it after lunch, are there lots of distractions, are directions made explicit - the more you can refer to the better here)

The observed incident occurred after lunch time which could impact the engagement of the children due to their abilities of regulating their emotions. The classroom set up includes a display of the materials that are going to be used within the afternoon lesson. This shows to be a distraction to Child A. The door to the year one classroom is open resulting in the children be able to hear other learners in the hall, which is shared with the other year one classrooms impacting the child’s engagement. Furthermore, staff and children walk past the classroom door whilst having conversations, again impacting the level of engagement shown by the children. 

As the observer, the children may feel disengaged as the presences of a new member of the staff within the classroom could cause the children to become disengaged or feel uncomfortable.



