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INTRODUCTION

The aim of this assignment is to discuss and critically evaluate an observed critical incident which takes place in a primary classroom setting. Tripp (2012) describes a critical incident as “an event or situation which marked a significant turning point or change in the life of a person” (Tripp, 2012, p.56). Attention will be focused on a chosen case study and using Tripp’s (1993) critical incident methodology, the observer will evaluate the incident and focus on connected literature and learning theories to understand why and how the critical incident took place (Tripp, 2012). Flannagan (1954) infers that when we use a critical incident technique we can “collect specific and significant behavioural facts” allowing us to make suggestions as to what is required (Flannagan, 1954). When using Tripp’s techniques for self-reflection, Mohammed (2016) suggests you can identify elements of a ‘teaching situation’ that have trigged an emotional response for you, process and reflect on them in a constructive way enabling you to consider possibilities for future actions (Mohammed, 2016, p.25).  

The Welsh Government set professional standards for teaching and leadership, to support teachers to be the best teacher they can be and reflect practice in accordance with the new curriculum. One of the five professional standards is Professional Learning. The expectation for this standard is that teachers will continue to extend knowledge, skills and understanding and demonstrate how reflection, openness to challenge and support informs professional learning to progressively develop pedagogy (Welsh Government, 2019). 
Within the field of Education, reflective practice has been identified as a core component in ensuring the professional development of teachers. Governments and education departments across the world use reflective practice as a ‘key driver’ to raise standards and achieve maximum potential for learners (Zwozdiak-Myers, 2012).

According to Ofsted (2008), an outstanding teacher is one that can monitor a learner’s progress and make a quick evaluation of how successful their learning is. They can alter their practice and approaches effectively, to ensure the learner is supported and further progress is made. Setting targets and providing thorough feedback, can ensure the learners are focused and on track to progress (Ofsted, 2008). Just as Flannagan and Mohammed suggest, and considering Welsh Government standards, the observer will explain how the process of evaluating the chosen case study has benefited them; discuss what teaching and learning steps have been identified and on reflection, discuss how they would apply and develop the steps in their own practice and to ensure pupil progression. 

SCHOOL CONTEXT

The British Educational Research Association (BERA) offer ethical guidelines for Educational Research. As an observer, there is a responsibility to uphold the privacy of the participants involved in the case study. Data involving both the institution and the participants should remain confidential and anonymous thus, the name of the school involved, the names of the teaching staff and pupils will remain unknown to the reader to ensure the rights of the participants are respected (BERA, 2018).

The observation for this critical incident review took place at university. The observer was invited into an immersive room where they were shown footage of lesson in a mainstream primary school in Swansea. The teacher who was delivering the lesson was present in the immersive room with the observer, along with other students and a University Lecturer. 
The school being observed comprised of 435 students. The class being observed were Year four, with 23 pupils of mixed ability and 10 different nationalities. They were working towards progression step three in the national curriculum for Wales. It was a Language and Literacy lesson, focusing on inferences.

The critical incident that took place involved the teacher rewarding ‘Learner A’ with a ClassDojo (point) for putting her hand up and “participating loads” throughout the lesson. This method of pedagogy adopts a behaviourist approach. Behaviourism suggests that learning is primarily a result of external stimuli and reinforcement. It focuses on the role of rewards as a way of shaping behaviour. Skinner coined ‘Operant conditioning’, a subset of behaviourism, which looks at the relationship between behaviour and its consequences. Specifically, it looks at how positive reinforcement can strengthen a behaviour and the frequency at which we see that behaviour present (Aubery and Riley, 2022). Here, when ‘Learner A’ raised her hand, the teacher rewarded the desired behaviour of participating in class. However, ‘Learner A’ appeared uninterested. This moment in the critical incident ignited a desire to explore the relationship between rewards, motivation and pupil progression, to discover whether rewards as positive reinforcement increase appropriate behaviour and academic achievement.





LITERATURE REVIEW 

ClassDojo is a system designed to encourage positive behaviour and its intention is to create a fun and engaging atmosphere in the classroom. It is designed to be used as a behaviour management tool for teachers as well as a visual reward system for learners. With this system, learners can gain or lose points depending on their behaviour and participation in class. The idea is, as learners earn points, they can exchange them for rewards. Rewards can vary from recognition to small prizes, free time or privileges. This system relies heavily on extrinsic motivation, so to be effective in supporting pupil progression, we need to consider what else could facilitate this system.
The Welsh Government’s policy on Practical approaches to behaviour management in the classroom suggests that behaviour can be modified through ‘conditioning’. Policy states that praise is an encouraged method to promote desired behaviour as it looks at the effort made by the learner rather than what the learner has achieved. When genuine praise is given and it is specific to the learner, spontaneous and well-deserved, it is said to encourage learning. When rewards follow a behaviour, there is increased chance that behaviour will reoccur. It is suggested that reinforcers (rewards) are what forms the teaching of human behaviour and motivation. That said, it needs to be relevant; something a learner would aspire to or want and to ensure effectiveness, rewards need to be fair, consistent, immediate and achievable (Welsh Government, 2012).
When following Skinner’s operant conditioning approach, you could suggest that applying a variety of reward and reinforcement in a classroom setting would increase the likelihood of a behaviour reoccurring, thus being able to shape and modify the behaviour within your classroom. Ensuring appropriate behaviour and having positive behaviour management in the classroom is essential to avoid disruption to teaching time and to avoid the risk of learner’s education being hindered by disruptive behaviour. So, in essence, if there is less disruption to learning, pupils will make more progress. That said, this would be a difficult task to maintain as it is highly demanding, with a classroom full of learners all of whom you would want to reinforce and if you did succeed in doing so, would the continuous reward lose its value? It was observed by O’Donohue and Ferguson (2001) that a continuous schedule of reinforcement, where a reward is given each time a behaviour is observed can be difficult to sustain and can also lead to the subject becoming reliant or satiated by the reward (O’Donohue and Ferguson, 2001).
 
For this reason, Skinner supported the use of an intermittent reinforcement schedule. This is where reinforcement is introduced in intervals. Intervals is defined as the duration of time between responses, or it can be determined by ratio, which is the number of operant responses needed prior to reinforcement being given. They can be fixed or variable. Using a variable ratio allows for a higher occurrence of positive behaviour and less likelihood that the behaviour will stop because the subject doesn’t know when the reinforcement will occur (Aubery and Riley, 2022). The intention of positive reinforcement is always to increase motivation and participation, so to avoid satiation, it is suggested that praise is used at a high rate when introducing something new, however phased out over time and replaced with an intermittent reinforcement schedule to ensure effectiveness (Aubery and Riley, 2022). 

A study conducted in Manchester Metropolitan University exposed a weakness in the implementation of reward systems in schools. Their findings suggested that in several cases across the primary schools that they studied, the pupils didn’t understand the reason why they had received their rewards. This is a fundamental flaw; if a learner doesn’t know why they are receiving a reward, how can it be reinforcing? Furthermore, the findings implied that the sincerity of the teacher’s praise was being devalued in the overuse of rewards (MacLure et al. 2012). Cowley (2014) offers a resolve. He suggests that rewards can be a good tool (among others) to use, when use correctly. He proposes that they support learners who lack intrinsic motivation. Furthermore, it gives learners an incentive to work hard and can subsequently increase good behaviour. To be effective and to address MacLure et al.’s concerns, it relies heavily on the teacher being clear by explaining what is expected, to ensure learners understand. Once there is an understanding, the teacher needs to be consistent in reinforcing positive behaviour and avoid negative reinforcement (Aubery and Riley, 2022). Clarke also supports this notion and believes that explanation and reinforcement can increase motivation, he believes that learners are more intrinsically motivated and interested in the task when the learning intention has been explained and they are aware of what is expected. Clarke (2001) states that the learners can make informed decisions related to the task and they will be more focused and driven to develop new skills, understand their work and subsequently increase their level of competence in achieving mastery based on self-referenced standards. Clarke (2001) is of the belief that learners with a motivation to learn, have a willingness to participate and be interested in the learning process (Clarke, 2001). 

The Self-Determination theory (SDT) looks at the importance of intrinsic motivation in that a learner’s motivation is necessary to ensure quality of learning experience. According to the theory, learners will experience self-determined motivation when their needs of autonomy, relatedness and competence and met through the way others behave (Ryan & Deci, 2017). Ryan and Deci believe that SDT has proven successful in addressing different types of motivation and their impact on achievement in school. The findings suggest that motivation is a primary target for intervention (Howard et al., 2021). The theory acknowledges that intrinsic motivation is associated with more sustained and deeper level of engagement in learning. Thus, when learners have autonomy in their learning and they feel confident and competent in their abilities and that sense of relatedness toward what they are learning about, they have an increased likelihood of making substantial progress without the reliance of an external reward (Bureau et al., 2021).

The increasing number of rewards systems in school has received some criticism. McLean (2009) suggested that when items are given as rewards to children, learners lose their sense of pride and satisfaction thus reducing intrinsic motivation (McLean, 2009). Professor Dennis Hayes supported the view that intrinsic motivation is becoming lost. He suggests that learners no longer do things because it is “intrinsically worthwhile”, rather learners only work when there is an external reward. He described this as ‘anti-educational’. Hayes suggests that certificates and rewards are being given out ‘routinely’ and that children are losing their natural curiosity as they are more interested in gaining an external reward. It’s suggested from this article, that learners may lose the ability remember they chose a task, instead they believe they are doing it for others, for a reward. It could be suggested that the concept of ‘reward’ is therefore being devalued (Paton, 2009).

Further to the Self-determination theory (SDT), Deci and Ryan coined the Cognitive Evaluation Theory, that builds on SDT, looking at how extrinsic rewards can either enhance or diminish intrinsic motivation. The key element is how they are presented. When rewards are seen as manipulative, they can be detrimental to intrinsic motivation, however, if they are viewed as being informational, they can enhance intrinsic motivation. Therefore, as already mentioned, it is vital that teachers look at the way they are implementing rewards. When the rewards are framed such that, they support the learner’s autonomy and competence, they can be seen to increase intrinsic motivation, thus improving learning and enhancing pupil progress (Deci & Porac, 2015).

Further to this, studies addressing learning achievement and motivation have also confirmed that the more the learners are engaged in their learning, the more they understand new knowledge and can be more flexible in their application of it, supporting the idea that intrinsic motivation poses an opportunity to increase participation in tasks and be successful in learning achievement and pupil progression (Rose, 2016). If rewards systems are responsive to a specific situation and tailored to meet the individual needs of a learner or group of learners, then they can be proven effective. While Skinner was in favour of rewarding positive behaviour with rewards, he advocated that extrinsic motivation shouldn’t be used at the expense of intrinsic motivation. He believed that to be a successful teacher you must succeed in leading learners to ignite a passion for learning, finding satisfaction in the learning process. He is of the belief that if you can achieve this, then the acquisition of knowledge becomes intrinsic reinforcement and there will be a decreased reliance on external reward as the learner will be motivated and engaged in their learning (Aubery and Riley, 2022).


CASE STUDY 

The teacher explained that he had positioned the learners who had English as a second language and the learners who had an additional learning need on a table together, so that they were within proximity and he could utilise the teaching assistant’s support. The exception to this was a learner with severe visual impairment who was sat on a table that faced the board, to support his specific needs. The other learners were all sat around tables, in small mixed ability groups. The lesson took place at approximately 9:30am. The interactive white board was on at the front of the classroom, with a PowerPoint presentation on for the learners to see and each learner had been given a small white board and pen. They were encouraged to write down their answers and raise their hands to answer questions or signal that they wanted to participate in the lesson. 

In this incident, the use of operant conditioning was clear; the learners were continuously raising their hands to answer questions and to participate (Aubery and Riley, 2022) however there didn’t appear to be a schedule of reinforcement as Skinner would suggest is effective.  ‘Learner A’, was the only child to receive a ClassDojo. Other learners appeared deflated for their efforts of also raising their hands to answer questions but not being chosen. An example of this is ‘Learner B’, who was sat at the back on the left-hand side of the classroom. He too had been raising his hand to participate like ‘Learner A’ but didn’t have that effort acknowledged. He appeared to look disappointed, as he was keen to contribute. ‘Learner A’ didn’t contribute but got praised and rewarded with a Dojo for raising her hand. As previously mentioned, the observer noted that ‘Learner A’ appeared uninterested. This would suggest that the reward had lost its value (O’Donohue and Ferguson, 2001). While ‘Learner A’ was demonstrating desired behaviour in putting her hand up, she was distracted and glancing around the room throughout. This leads the observer to question the significance of the reward here; if the pupil is merely ‘going through the motions’, is not attending or contributing, are they motivated or learning? This leads on to when ‘Learner B’ was later chosen, he responded with a big smile on his face and appeared to really enjoy contributing. His persistence in wanting to be chosen to speak and the sheer delight on his face when chosen would suggest that he was intrinsically motivated. This reinforces what Skinner said about the power of learners finding pleasure and satisfaction in what they are doing; that when motivated and enthusiastic to learn, they aren’t as likely to seek or need an extrinsic reward (Aubery and Riley, 2022). It was clear, that ‘Learner B’ was satisfied purely by being able to contribute. It can be noted, that by rewarding ‘Learner A’ with a Dojo for raising her hand, he was modelling to others, what is expected. So, while it didn’t appear to serve value to ‘Learner A’ it did demonstrate to the class, the actions expected. This practice lends itself to Bandura’s work on role modelling. He put emphasis on observing, modelling and imitating behaviours. He suggested that learners must pay attention to what they have seen and heard, remember it and have the capacity to replicate and have motivation to want to. Self-efficacy plays a part in this, where learners must believe they can (Bates, 2023). 

The teacher later went on and rewarded the class by giving them a class point, he gave explanation of why they had received it and said “You’ve earnt yourselves…” for whole class participation, putting their hands up and answering questions. This would support Cowley’s (2014) idea, that when learners are clear on the learning intention, reward can increase motivation. Pupil engagement continued throughout the lesson. The teacher was following The Government’s policy on Practical approaches to behaviour management in the classroom, as there was continuous use of positive language and praise throughout, such as “Fantastic”, “I love the teamwork…”, “Give everyone a chance” (Welsh Government, 2012). He was continuously refining his teaching, by using assessment for learning (AFL) strategies such as pupils writing on their white boards and answering questions to check their understanding throughout. It was observed that the use of praise alongside the AFL strategy worked well. It was an effective scaffolding tool for the learners to reference back to, to remind themselves of what they wanted to say. The teacher managed the learning environment well and supported learners where appropriate, providing prompts, ensuring there was good use of differentiation throughout the lesson (Welsh Government, 2019). He encouraged collaboration and teamwork throughout the lesson, by allowing the learners to ‘breakout’ into small groups to complete a task together. It was clear as Clarke (2001) suggested, those that are motivated to learn, have an increased willingness to participate in the activities, not for extrinsic reward, but for the intrinsic value it holds (Clarke, 2001). 


TEACHING AND LEARNING METHODS

Motivation can be considered complex. It can be defined as being an external action; something you do to encourage others to do something, or it can be linked to an ‘inner force’; something that happens within us that promotes us to do something. In the context of learning, it is understood that people will only be motivated to learn if they aware of the following three factors: the acceptance that there is a need to learn, the belief that they have the capacity/potential to learn and if they have set learning as a priority (Bates, 2023). 

In line with the new Curriculum for Wales which aims to ‘transform education in Wales’ with a focus on ‘Successful Futures’ (Donaldson, 2015). Bates believes that to ensure that your learners have the right level of motivation to want to learn, “you must let learners have a say in the design and delivery of the lesson” and ensure they “are knowledgeable and enthusiastic about the subject” (Bates, 2023, p133). Donaldson (2015) emphasises the need for a “learner-centred and holistic approach” to learning and believes that you need clear and agreed purposes to ensure that educators know why they are delivering the curriculum to learners and more importantly what to do and how to do it (Dauncey, 2021). Donaldson’s four purposes outline his shared vision and aspiration for every child and young person and by keeping the four purposes at the heart of education, he believes learners will go on to lead fulfilling lives as valued members of society (Welsh Government, 2023). Bates believes that teachers must “set challenging but realistic learning objectives” and “give feedback on work in a timely, positive and helpful manner” (Bates, 2023, p133). This view mirrors the Twelve Pedagogical Principles of the new curriculum that Donaldson created as part of his review of the Curriculum and assessment arrangements, one of which states “challenging all learners by encouraging them to recognise the importance of sustained effort in meeting expectations that are high but achievable for them” (Welsh Government, 2023).

By involving the learners in the process and ensuring they understand the learning intention and what is expected of them, it encourages the learner to be active, self-evaluative learners, intrinsically rather than extrinsically motivated, to learn and fulfil their potential (Clarke, 2001). We can monitor and encourage this using formative assessment or assessment for learning strategies, another of the twelve pedagogical principles. Black and Wiliam (1998) looked at raising standards of learning through classroom assessment. They have identified that standard assessments such as exams, testing and target setting are missing something. They suggest we need to take a closer look into ‘the black box’ (the classroom), to see what goes on in the daily running. They propose that teaching and learning must be interactive and that formative assessment is at the heart of effective teaching. There is evidence to suggest that formative assessment raises standards. The frequent assessment feedback provides learners with opportunity to continually enhance their learning. Research suggests that it raises low attainers more while improving overall attainment for learners. The key is that learners are actively involved and to function formatively, the results must be used to adjust teaching and learning (Black and Wiliam, 1998). 

As well as considering successful ways of engaging leaners and increasing their motivation, participation and learning, it is important address how to improve teacher’s practice too. After all, the purpose of this critical evaluation is to consider what teaching and learning steps have been identified from the critical incident, reflecting on them to see how they can be applied in future practice. As previously introduced, reflective practice is a ‘key driver’ in raising educational standards and enhancing learner progression. One tool that is proven effective in becoming a critically reflective teacher is the Brookfield lenses model. The model is designed for teachers to be able to have an increased awareness of their teaching, gained from different perspectives. Brookfield proposes four lenses: the autobiographical, the student’s eye, our colleague’s experiences and theoretical literature. The lenses are designed to provide self-reflection, student feedback, peer assessment, and engagements with scholarly literature to become an excellent teacher (Cornish & Jenkins, 2012). 


DISCUSSION

Reflecting on the findings and from my experience so far, to ignite interest, there needs to be a ‘Hook’ at the beginning of each lesson, something engaging that allows you to introduce the learning intention. It is clear from literature, that when the learner is aware of the expectations, they are more likely to succeed in their learning thus becoming more intrinsically motivated as they make progress and develop a genuine interest in the task. We can encourage this motivation through engaging them in topics of interest (as the new curriculum intends) and by using praise and reinforcement to increase confidence and self-esteem. It appears that rewards are a useful tool to manage classroom behaviour and facilitate learning, so this is something to implement, putting emphasis on them being used correctly. Like the teacher in the critical incident, I would vary the methods of reinforcement and I would scaffold tasks for the learners, using differentiation in planning and delivery and ensuring inclusivity and realistic, achievable goals. 
I believe an element of operant conditioning is necessary when setting classroom expectations and shaping appropriate classroom behaviour. Though, I agree with Skinner that you need a schedule of intermittent reinforcement to avoid devaluing the reward or over-reliance.
My hope would be that every learner becomes an autonomous learner who has the self-belief to progress without the need for external reward yet feel that they are suppoted and praised for their efforts. During my time at my placement school I have experienced different forms of formative assessment, using white boards as the teacher in the critical incident to peer and self-assess as well as a ‘thumbs up or thumbs down’ approach. This approach removes a fear of failure, is inclusive, proactive and allows learners to be reflective. Lastly, there is continuous embedding of the four purpose characters, that give the learners a sense of belonging and something to strive for, encompassing what the new Curriculum for Wales represents.


CONCLUSION

To conclude, the choice of reward and how the reward is delivered is crucial in ensuring it holds value, is reinforcing and that the process is seen as effective for both the learner and the teacher. Although external rewards can be effective in motivating learners, they must be used diligently, to ensure that they do not undermine intrinsic motivation. If a balance can be found between extrinsic and intrinsic motivation and rewards are implemented in the way intended, as one of many tools, used in a supportive learning environment where learners are encouraged to become autonomous, they can serve as effective in shaping behaviour and be a positive contributor to learning outcomes and pupil progress. Emphasis must be drawn on using rewards in conjunction with additional classroom management strategies and not in isolation. This ensures a positive learning environment, where behaviour is managed effectively to ensure effective teaching time and to reduce the overreliance to external rewards to prompt learners to work and learn. As Bandura suggested, effective rewards can be the bridge between extrinsic and intrinsic motivation as initially, learners may only engage for reward, but in time discover intrinsic satisfaction in their learning and progress. The aim is for learners to engage because they find in intrinsically satisfying to. While rewards are a fantastic indicator to learners of what is expected, you must nurture and elevate intrinsic motivation, as this is what enables the learner to progress in their learning, it is what really fuels their curiosity and love of learning. Without intrinsic motivation, learners are merely following an instruction manual. With it, they can become innovative and write their own. As far as teaching practice is concerned, the need to continuously reflect on one’s own practice is paramount to enhance the learning experience and develop skills to become the best teacher possible.
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