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Introduction


The assignment will evaluate a critical incident, which occurred during a classroom observation, and identify the next steps in both teaching and learning with a reflective perspective. There will be a discussion of the use of critical incidents within reflective practice in teaching. Voulgari and Koutrouba (2021) explain that a critical incident refers to an incident in the classroom which is deemed critical through the interpretation and perceived importance by the researcher. Therefore, this method is highly subjective and useful in reflective practice. The assignment will discuss the role of critical reflection in practice for teachers, provide a context of the researcher’s observation in a school, critically evaluate the critical incident and how it relates to Donaldson’s four purposes (as part of the new curriculum for Wales), undertake a literature review to determine the possible factors which influenced the critical incident, as well as reflect, evaluate, and identify the next possible steps.



The Role of Critical Reflection

One of the earliest notions of reflection was introduced by Dewey (1933) who provided a platform for much discussion in further years on this topic. He believed that critical reflection was the most significant quality for teachers to possess (Yost et al., 2000). White et al. (2006) argue that the effectiveness of reflection has a lack of research. There is a paucity in the understanding of critical reflection as there is a wide array of definitions and interpretations (Lucas, 2012; Smith, 2011). It is important to understand the difference between reflection and critical reflection (Hickson, 2011). Fook and Askeland (2006) state that reflection can be a routine part of everyday life. Whereas the criticality in reflection comes from more than solely reflecting (Brookfield, 1995; Hickson, 2011; Mezirow, 1990). It is the process of being critical of our beliefs, values and assumptions and analysing our skills and the way in which we respond in order to develop future practice (Fook, 2002; Hickson, 2011; Hoyrup, 2004; Mezirow, 1990). 
Reflective practice can enable a teacher to achieve an enhanced understanding of their work. This greater understanding of their practice can highlight areas for improvement (Voulgari & Koutrouba, 2021). Reflective practice is of paramount importance and there is a need for this reflection to be ongoing (Campbell & Norton, 2007). Zwozdiak-Myers (2018) stated to become a teacher is a developmental process whereby there is heavy importance on reflective practice, as the ability to analyse and evaluate lessons and learning is crucial. Teaching, as a profession, is one that is constantly developing (Lim et al., 2011; Schleicher, 2012). The curriculum for Wales is enabling more flexibility for teachers and increasing the need for professional development, where reflection will be a necessity for teachers (Sinnema et al., 2020). A teachers’ role will require them to be able to reflect on their abilities in order to sustain effective teaching (Çimer et al., 2013). Literature strongly suggests that student teachers benefit from critical reflection (Foong et al., 2018; Svojanovsky, 2017).
There are many reflective cycles such as Kolb’s (1984), Gibb’s (1988) and the experience, reflection and action cycle by Jasper (2013). These models have some similarities in that they require the individual to experience, reflect and then adapt their behaviour to improve (Paterson & Chapman, 2013). Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning cycle is a reflective practice that has four stages, which can be seen below in figure 1.


Figure 1. Kolb’s Experiential Learning Cycle (McLeod, 2017)

Sharlanova (2004) states that using Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning cycle helps teachers to identify their skills, further stating that it can be generalised and helps to link practical experiences with theory. Alternatively, Mollaei and Rahnama (2012) state that the issue of time can be a drawback of experiential learning, especially for teachers.



Observation

This assignment will uphold the British Educational Research Association (BERA) guidelines for anonymity and therefore has redacted some information and limited the details given of the school in which they attended, in order to ensure the school remains anonymous (BERA, 2018).
The researcher undertook an observation period in a primary school in west Wales, in order to gain knowledge of a critical incident to be reflected upon within this assignment. The report by Estyn (2017) detailed that the school has roughly 160 pupils and is below the national average for free school meals and additional learning needs (ALN). There are few pupils with English as an additional language. It is a pioneer school for the new Welsh curriculum. The school has combined year groups into four groupings throughout the school. It is an English medium school, which promotes use of the Welsh language. 
During the observation period the researcher was involved within a foundation phase setting. This incorporated work with both reception and year one. Ages groups were from four to six. During time spent at the school the researcher observed three critical incidents, which can be seen in appendix A.



Critical Incident Linked to Donaldson’s Four Purposes

Tripp (2011) defined a critical incident as an occurrence which is highly subjective. Both the incident and the criticality are formed by the judgements of the researcher. Those judgements relate to the importance and meaning attached to an incident. Tripp (2011) further stated that critical incidents can be commonplace everyday occurrences, which are deemed critical through analysing the incident. Hughes et al. (2007) state that the critical incident technique is simple to implement, can be used in many situations, and improves understanding from experiences. However, due to the subjective nature of the technique, with differing individual opinions, it can be difficult to generalise findings. 
The critical incident occurred whilst the researcher was observing in a primary school. It took place during the morning registration, whilst all the children were sitting on the floor. One child had an assigned space, on the carpet at the front next to the teacher, as that child had struggled to remain engaged. Quite often the child was easily distracted, either daydreaming or finding an object next to them to play with. They were seated next to the teacher so that they could be supported and re-engaged in the activity when their attention lapsed. Throughout the day they exhibited similar behaviour of being distracted, disengaged and unresponsive (e.g., having to call their name multiple times and reminding them of rules and instructions continually). They were also observed to prefer solitary play after repeated failed attempts by other children to engage with them (e.g., attempts by peers to engage him in play resulted in argumentative behaviour).
The Welsh curriculum has, at its centre, the four purposes developed by Donaldson (2015) as can be seen below in Figure 2. These purposes are to deliver an aimed based education whereby, at the end, individuals are ready to live fulfilling lives (Gatley, 2020).

Figure 2. Donaldson’s Four Purposes (Donaldson, 2015)
The child’s behaviour had implications linked to all the purposes set out by Donaldson (2015). The impact of them being constantly distracted, disengaged, and solitary meant that they were not fully meeting the four purposes. Although the child exhibited characteristics of being ambitious and capable, enterprising and creative, healthy and confident, and ethically informed, their attainment of the purposes was impeded by their tendencies to be disengaged and solitary. They were capable although their ambition was often inhibited by the lack of understanding about the activity. This was due to them being distracted during the explanation and, as a result, requiring multiple explanations afterwards. They were creative and enjoyed these activities, however retaining their engagement was an issue. Their health and confidence was affected through their disengaged and solitary dispositions. 
There are many possible underlying reasons for behaviour displayed in the critical incident. Some are potential difficulties with language, or perhaps limited opportunities to learn self-regulation and social skills through play. Bronfenbrenner’s (1979, 2005) theory of the ecology of human development explains how a child can be affected by their surroundings, and how their relationships with peers and adults play an important role in their development. Language and play are key skills needed within the foundation phase (Clarke, 2009; Gerber, 2017; The Bercow Report, 2008; Wainwright et al., 2020). Difficulties in these areas could result in the child having a lack of understanding and preference for solitary play (Ooi et al., 2018). This could explain the exhibited behaviour detailed above. Rose (2016) and Howard (2019) both highlight the importance of mental health and emotional wellbeing, which could also be negatively affected if language and play skills are underdeveloped.



Literature Review

This literature review is based on a critical incident where a child was disengaged and showed a preference for solitary play, as attempts by peers resulted in confrontation. There are many possible underlying reasons for such behaviour. Two crucial foundation phase skills are language ability and the ability to learn social and emotional skills through play. Therefore, one possible reason could be difficulty with language development, which may lead to them struggling to engage and being inattentive due to a lack of understanding of what is expected of them. A difficulty with language development could also affect their play skills, as they might not be able to communicate effectively or understand their peers. This could explain their tendency to play alone as most of their play could be impeded by a possible language barrier. Bronfenbrenner (1979, 2005) stated the importance of relationships with others. Difficulties with language and play can interrupt these relationships, damaging the child’s development. There will be a review of literature relating to the importance of language and play, followed by challenges of language and play and possible solutions to these challenges.

5.1 Language Development
Language can be defined as the use of sounds, formulating words, and writing to communicate (Hoff, 2013). However, Hoff (2013) further states that, whilst the definition is accurate, its simplicity can hinder the complex nature of language. The ability to use language is both an essential and valuable skill, as it forms the basis for all human interaction (Clarke, 2009; The Bercow Report, 2008). The early years are crucial for developing language (Clarke, 2009; Roulstone et al., 2011). This is of paramount importance for cognitive development, social development and wellbeing (Clarke, 2009). Their home life and involvement in school are highly influential factors in language development, with interaction between both peers and adults being crucial to developing their language skills (Clarke, 2009). A narrow range of vocabulary can present many difficulties in children’s lives (Howard & Melhuish, 2017). Most children will not experience difficulties with language development. However, the children who do can consequently have difficulties in school (Roulstone et al., 2011). Roulstone et al. (2011) further explain that the speed children develop their speech and language skills varies between individuals. Also, that there is a correlation between social background and performance at school, with those from more deprived areas being behind on their language ability starting school. Early language has been identified as a positive factor for school success. Roughly 7% of children show signs of language development difficulties. The National Educational Psychological Service (NEPS) (2015) states difficulties can be with their receptive language enabling them to interpret, or their expressive language enabling them to communicate.
Language development poses difficulties for some children (The Bercow Report, 2008). The Bercow Report (2008) states that speech, language and communication needs (SLCN) cover an array of difficulties within a child’s ability to communicate. Some of these difficulties can include challenges with receptive and expressive language, phonetics, sentence structure and fluency. Gibson et al. (2020) found girls tend to be more developed with expressive and receptive language skills. The report states that around half of children in deprived areas have language ability lower than that of their peers. There are many ALN’s that can affect language development, such as a developmental language disorder or autism (Ebbels et al., 2019; The Bercow Report, 2008). Norbury et al. (2016) expressed that roughly two children in a class will experience challenges with speech and language. Children with SLCN often show characteristics of behavioural challenges and difficulties socialising (NEPS, 2015; The Bercow Report, 2008). This behaviour can be associated with the fact that children with SLCN will regularly have difficulties with attention and listening skills, as their ability to understand and remember instructions can be impaired (NEPS, 2015).

The Bercow Report (2008) identified that current services were lacking equity and presented steps needed to help children with SLCN. These were: the vitality of communication, early identification and intervention, support services based around the family, and those services working together (Peer & Reid, 2016; The Bercow Report, 2008). Speech and language therapists play an important role in helping children with SLCN (Welsh Assembly Government, 2004). Stehle Wallace et al. (2021) review the importance of having a language rich environment to promote language development. NEPS (2015) and Stuart et al. (2015) identified many methods of supporting children with SLCN. The teacher can help the child by checking their understanding, breaking down information into steps, helping with key vocabulary, speaking slowly, using gestures and appropriate language, and repeating instructions. Methods the child can use include repeating instructions to themselves, asking for help, and putting information into their own words. To best support the child it can be helpful for them to be seated next to the teacher where there are less distractions and positive role models. Using a variety of materials, such as visual, to develop understanding of vocabulary, and using these techniques at home, can benefit the child. It is helpful to gain their attention before explaining and rephrasing instructions if needed. Play with the use of literacy materials can benefit a child’s language skills (Bergen, 2002). Lastly, it is important to understand that their attention span will be shorter, and instructing little and often can be most effective.

5.2 Play Development

Play is an experience done for its own purpose (Smith & Pellegrini, 2008). Vygotsky (1933) believed that play is an important predominant source for children’s development. The importance of play was also discussed by another key theorist Piaget (1962) who stated play is critical in cognitive development during childhood. Wood and Attfield (2005) state that it is difficult to define play due to its dependency on context. Howard and McInnes (2010) defined play as an attitude of mind. Gerber (2017) and Smith and Pellegrini (2008) state play aids developmental growth and provides a platform for learning. Wainwright et al. (2020) review that play leads children to be self-aware and understand social rules, and that it is critical in intellectual development. Literature supports the view that play can promote the development of confidence, engagement, and motivation (Howard & McInnes, 2010; Maude, 2010; Moyles, 2010; Wainwright et al., 2018). Play is part of the Welsh curriculum and influences maths skills development (Education Wales, 2020). Play also has a direct correlation with literacy ability (Bergen, 2002). Literature suggests there are strong links between a child’s ability to engage in pretend play and their language development (Bergen, 2002). There are many forms of play such as locomotor, social, parallel, and language play (Lantz-Andersson, 2018; Smith & Pellegrini, 2008). Each form has importance, such as locomotor benefiting physical literacy (Shearer et al., 2018). Learning through play is important for healthy development as it encourages children to be involved and communicate with others (Zosh et al., 2017). For play to contribute to a child’s development the environment needs to support their learning (Zosh et al., 2017). The continuum of play ranges from free play to structured, guided play. Whilst playing children develop skills such as problem solving, collaboration and communication (Zosh et al., 2017). Gray (2013) states the main emotions involved in play are interest and enjoyment. Zosh et al. (2017) state that optimal learning through play occurs when the activity is fun, purposeful, engaging and involves others. 

Children can face difficulties in their play development (Bruce, 2012). Children’s play differentiates based on their language ability (Bergen, 2002). There is a strong association between boys and a preference to play alone (Ooi et al., 2018). Children with ALN will sometimes require help with social interaction skills (Bergen, 2002). This can result in some children playing alone (Coplan & Weeks, 2010). Rubin et al. (2009) state children who play alone can face difficulties in school. However, Coplan and Weeks (2010) state that not every withdrawn child will face this maladjustment. Withdrawn children have poorer expressive language skills (Rubin et al., 2009). Children who do not play with peers also have lower receptive language skills, which can lead to behavioural challenges, inattentiveness, not understanding others and difficulties with interactions (Cohen and Mendez, 2009). Thus, playing alone has a considerable impact on language ability.

There are strategies which can help children with difficulties in play. One is teaching interaction using scripts, examples and visual prompts (Barnett, 2018). Their peers are also important in modelling and aiding a child’s learning to play (Barnett, 2018). Speech and language therapists are also crucial in enabling better communication for children, which in turn helps their ability to play (Ebbels et al., 2019). NEPS (2015) states the use of drama, role play, circle time and non-directive play therapy can help children to learn how to adapt their language in situations. Adults can influence a child’s ability to play by letting them lead the activity, practicing turn taking, modelling, and using songs and repetition (Oddo & Castleberry, 2010).

5.3 Language and Play Development in Relation to the Critical Incident

There is a clear correlation between the characteristics observed in the critical incident and those which arise from difficulties with language and play development. Literature showed that boys tend to play alone and often possess lower expressive and receptive language skills (Gibson et al., 2020; Ooi et al., 2018). This relates to the observation as he often played alone, which might imply he has lower language skills. Language ability is an imperative life skill (Clarke, 2009; Roulstone et al., 2011; The Bercow Report, 2008). Difficulties with language could be a leading reason for disengagement, a lack of understanding and difficulty communicating with others in play. An association with SLCN may explain their exhibited difficulties with socialising (The Bercow Report, 2008). The child displayed difficulties with attention, listening and behaviour which can arise from an inability to understand and remember instructions due to SLCN (NEPS, 2015). Therefore, the child could wrongly be considered to be misbehaving as a result (The Bercow Report, 2008). Some children need help with social interaction due to language difficulties, otherwise they might play alone (Bergen, 2002; Coplan & Weeks, 2010). As they played alone consistently this highlights the possibility of language difficulties. NEPS (2015) and Stuart et al. (2015) identified methods of dealing with SLCN such as where the child is seated, using visual timetables, and getting their attention before explaining. These steps were seen being implemented during the observation, showing that these solutions can also suggest it is an SLCN. Play and language are two skills that are interlinked (Bergen, 2002); therefore, difficulty with one can affect the other. Play is another ability which is crucial for children’s development (Gerber, 2017; Wainwright et al., 2020). The child lacked engagement and communication, which literature showed that play promotes (Howard & McInnes, 2010; Maude, 2010; Moyles, 2010; Wainwright et al., 2018; Zosh et al., 2017). These two difficulties the child faced shows that challenges with play is a potential reason for their behaviour. Their lack of play with peers suggests they have poorer language skills (Cohen & Mendez, 2009; Rubin et al., 2009). Difficulties with language skills can result in behavioural challenges, being inattentive and a lack of understanding, posing difficulties for interactions (Cohen & Mendez, 2009). This explains their tendency to prefer solitary play, also accounting for their considered misbehaviours and lack of engagement.



Reflection, Evaluation and Next Steps


Dewey (1933) believed reflection is a necessary quality for teachers (Yost et al., 2000). To reflect critically there needs to be analysation of what happened in order to better future practice (Brookfeild, 1995; Hickson, 2011; Mezirow, 1990). This assignment will use Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning cycle as it is the researcher’s preferred reflection model. The experience section of this model is the observation of a critical incident and the research into it. The reflection is reflecting on the experience and how it will benefit the researcher’s professional and personal development. The conclusion will entail learning from the reflection and research, in order to implement what has been learned for future practice.
The ability to reflect is an important skill to have in the teaching profession, and which needs to be an ongoing process (Campbell & Norton, 2007; Yost et al., 2000; Zwozdiak-Myers, 2018). Reflection enables teachers to have a better understanding of their work and ways to improve for the future (Voulgari & Koutrouba, 2021). Teaching requires constant development (Lim et al., 2011; Schleicher, 2012; Sinnema et al., 2020). Reflection is a necessity for sustained effective teaching (Cimer et al., 2013; Sinnema et al., 2020). Literature shows student teachers benefit from critical reflection (Foong et al., 2018; Svojanovsky, 2017). The use of reflection models aids the process and enables a deeper understanding (Bassot, 2020). Lucas (2012) states that reflective models should be used to guide the reflection process. 
I found the process of observing the critical incident to be beneficial. Being able to visit the school setting and observe this child was a positive experience as this is likely to be repeated in my future career. I spent two days observing in a school. I feel this was adequate time to observe this child’s difficulties. If I had longer in the school, and opportunities allowed, it would have been useful to explore the hypothesise I had with one-to-one work and discussions with family and staff. It is important to remember that this research is based on brief encounters as I did not have the opportunity to do the above.
There are many potential underlying reasons behind the critical incident. I initially wondered whether the child may have an ALN such as autism or attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD). However, from a teaching perspective, I might be thinking more about needs than diagnoses; also it felt more important to think about needs-led reasons behind the exhibited behaviours. I then thought about key foundation phase skills such as language and play that might represent unmet needs for this child. The literature review showed the importance of language and play within a child’s learning and how they are interlinked. It also explained difficulties children face with these skills and how they can be supported. The literature review showed similarities between the research and child’s behaviour from the critical incident. 
Reflecting on my experience of observation and conduction of a literature review, I am taking much learning into my future practice. I have reflected on the importance of language development and how it is often overlooked. I was interested to learn about the links between language development and play development and how these serve as a basis for all other learning. In my practice I feel that I will be more aware of language difficulties and how these might be influencing children on a day-to-day basis. I will ensure, in my future practice, to encourage a language rich environment where great emphasis will be placed on recognising all children’s language ability and promoting the use of full sentences, open-ended questions and vocabulary development in my classroom. Also, to encourage an environment where learning through play is fostered.
 The solutions to challenges with key skills in the foundation phase is very useful knowledge to carry forward and will be implemented in my future practice. Some of these solutions are already implemented for the child, showing that they can be effective. The literature review research areas were relevant to the critical incident, however there are other areas that were not investigated, such as other ALN’s, for instance autism or ADHD. If this experience was repeated, I would further investigate this area.
My reflection has allowed a deeper understanding of the research. It showed how I arrived at the chosen areas for a literature review, how the literature supported assumptions, and how to address these challenges. The reflection allowed a deeper understanding for why behaviours occur, and the opportunities to help with significant challenges that children face. Kolb’s (1984) reflection model helped my professional development skills in reflection and implementing solutions in future practice. Reflection also encouraged my personal development through understanding children’s behaviour requires more than purely the need to be rectified, it needs to be understood, helped and changed to promote their ability for learning in the future. 



Conclusion

It is clearly shown that reflection is a crucial element in development for teachers (Campbell & Norton, 2007; Cimer et al., 2013; Sinnema et al., 2020; Yost et al., 2000; Zwozdiak-Myers, 2018). There are many possible reasons for the child’s behaviour, being disengaged and solitary, two of which were difficulties with language and play development. The research explained how these possible underlying reasons could result in the characteristics displayed by the child. Literature supports the interlinks between language and play and the importance they both present in a child’s ability to learn, engage and socialise (Bergen, 2002; Clarke, 2009; Education Wales, 2020; Gerber, 2017; Lantz-Andersson, 2018; Moyles, 2010; Smith & Pellegrini, 2008; The Bercow Report, 2008; Wainwright et al., 2020; Zosh et al., 2017). This shows that the main difficulties present in the critical incident could be resolved through intervention to improve their language and play abilities. The research also derived at solutions for these difficulties such as early identification and intervention, specialist support, and everyday examples of good practice (e.g., short, repeated instructions and opportunities to engage in led play activities). It is important to remember that this is only focused on two possible reasons and there are an array of possible reasons which should be considered. The professional standards that have been used are professional learning, pedagogy, and collaboration. It is evident that language and play are vital skills in the educational and social development of children and are part of a complex interconnected web of learning, whereby their abilities need to be supported and provided with ample opportunities to thrive.
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Appendix A


OBSERVATION / FIELD NOTES

Record 1
	Date and time, year group: 22nd September/ All day/ Reception


	Where and When: Context of the observation – subject/AOLE, general classroom context

The critical incident occured whilst the class was undertaking their morning registration and check in whilst sitting on the carpet in front of the whiteboard.





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


The child had an assigned spot on the carpet at the front of the class next to the teacher. He struggled to remain engaged throughout the day and was often solitary during play activities and when presented with the opportunity to work in groups if they wanted. He would constantly be distracted by anything and everything, quite often finding objects around him to play with or daydreaming. Quite often he was even moved from his spot at the front of the class to sit directly with the teacher in order for them to support him every time he became distracted and to re-engage him on the activity. He was disengaged, tired, solitary and inattentive.






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

ALN – ADHD/ASD/Dyslexia
The impact of practical activities vs listening activities for levels of engagement.
Emotional wellbeing - Home life – Very busy with no “down time”.
Key skills such as language and play.








	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)


It was a quiet environment as it was during the morning check in and registration, which is quite a relaxed environment. There were few distractions other than objects that were around the classroom. The directions were explicit as all the children understood the routine for a morning check in and registration.






Record 2
	Date and time, year group: 23 September/ Morning/ Year 1


	Where and When: Context of the observation – subject/AOLE, general classroom context

During the start to the days activities where the teacher would explain and send the children off to the appropriate areas. 





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


Quite often the child wasn’t paying attention and seemed vacant. They would need their name called multiple times and often daydreamed. They were reminded of the activities tasks that needed completing.






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



ALN - Dyslxia
Physical needs – Hearing and Sight
Emotional wellbeing - Tired






	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 environment was slightly busy as there was lots of movement and distractions, however the directions were direct and should have been able to have been followed.

















Record 3
	Date and time, year group:22nd sep/ all day/ reception


	Where and When: Context of the observation – subject/AOLE, general classroom context

Play outside – throughout the day




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


The child was playing alone and when asked about involvement with other children they replied that they enjoyed playing by themselves. This continued throughout the day. They had very little involvement with others throughout the day and enjoyed their own company. They often found unique views on different tasks that others had not thought of and noticed any changes within their immediate environment.






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

ASD – lack of socialising with other children/ understanding of others emotions. Very observant with their environment.








	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)

It was at play times where there were lots of distractions and noise with many activities going on.
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