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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 focus of this essay is to identify a critical incident observed in a classroom and teaching environment, and to evaluate and review any relevant links to established teaching theory. This essay aims to establish the context surrounding a witnessed critical incident and expand upon it in greater detail, explore relevant links to existing teaching strategies and utilize it as a tool of reflection for further teacher training, education and improvement.
[bookmark: _Int_1crxbvsk]A critical incident exists as stated that “a critical incident is an interpretation of the significance of an event” (Tripp, 1993, p.8). It is with this process in mind that the learner can then embark on a process of reflection and evaluation of real-life events in order to improve and better their capacity to teach and deliver education. By constant reflection on the actions of the self and those involved with an individual's environment, a steady process is developed to review data and formulate an appropriate response, with regards to how this may connect to already established educational doctrines. The critical incident that forms the basis of this essay’s reflection was how a learner (Pupil A) failed to listen to set instructions to a task, and when called upon to carry out the task he was left confused and surprised and was unable to explain the task to another learner (Pupil C) who had been absent for the instruction.
The observation took place within an English-medium Secondary School in the Neath-Port Talbot catchment area. The incident was observed during a Year 8 Business lesson, composed of around 20 learners. Two learners who were key to the incident were Pupil A and Pupil B. Sat next to each other, A and B appeared to have been friends for some time, as A seemed to mimic B in speech patterns, language and making jokes that the two found funny. This could be inferred that a degree of observational learning (Bandura, 1961) existed, and was currently being used. A was appearing to imitate B through learned observation, and that learned behavior then had an impact on A’s learning.
[bookmark: _Int_C2DMDZrX][bookmark: _Int_FIZkrraw]Therefore, when A came to be faced with a task, they struggled as A had been focused on B’s reaction and response to proffered behavior, and had failed to take in the work set by the teacher. As such, the critical incident is a reflection on the balance between observational learning, conditioned behaviors and selective attention, of evaluating whether this behavior stems from learning from a model, or lacking the motivation to engage with the learning (Brownell, 1993), or perhaps even a degree of peer pressure. Once evaluated, such a critical incident would prove useful in planning the next steps to attempt to avoid this style of classroom disruption.
Relevant Literature
First, one learning theory that has a direct link to behavior and potentially, the critical incident is Operant Conditioning (OC), (Skinner 1948). OC argues the premise that when certain behavior is reinforced with a positive reward, it will be voluntarily repeated. However, when another type of behavior is met with negative consequences, in theory that action will be voluntarily avoided. This would surmise that children learn by trialing out new forms of behavior and allocate a positive or negative value to each one as they discover what the social consequence of each action is, such as misbehaving in class, or completing assigned tasks for pocket money. Therefore, the pivotal crux of the argument is that children learn by the social response to their behavior. 
Skinner’s work is relevant to the critical incident as it offers one view on an explanation for the behavior of Pupils A. They could have firstly received positive reinforcement through the social acceptance that their misbehavior led to, being willing to mess around in class rather than pay attention. Secondly, there could have been a lack of negative reinforcement, that either Pupil A was unused to receiving punishment for his misbehavior and therein has not associated it with a negative enough response to prevent such behavior, or perhaps that to Pupil A, the positive reinforcement experienced was greater than any potential negative reinforcement that could have been administered at the time. If behavior is not sanctioned appropriately, it can be considered acceptable.
[bookmark: _Int_mAU9DzWj]Skinner established his theories following controlled laboratory experiments on animals, enabling a cohesive and repeatable results grouping. The changed behavior that became apparent in rats and pigeons illustrates how creatures learn from their environment, a process arguably present in humans as well. Behaviorism as a theory draws heavily on this stimulus-response relationship, with numerous animal studies influencing classrooms, the most prominent being Pavlov’s salivation experiment. (1897-1902). However, this is not without weakness. This notion that a negative response will deter behavior is not infallible. To err is to be human, and this is not isolated purely to children. Instead, many children and adults will willingly commit actions they know full well will be punished and viewed with disdain, and yet proceed. Whether they believe they will get away with the action, they will not be caught, or perhaps as mentioned they simply believe that the negative outcome is lesser than any positive outcome and in trade off accept the punishment. Furthermore, to extrapolate from animals to human is a common practice, though it leaves a degree of uncertainty as the gulf between human and animal higher order thinking capabilities is wide, and leaves little to account for free will, personal morals, experience or uniquely human factors like social relations, legal systems and personal/private spheres.
[bookmark: _Int_6c560vhN]As previously mentioned, a prominent piece of work that relates to the critical incident is Bandura’s Bobo Doll experiment (1961) and observational learning through social learning (1977). The Bobo Doll experiment found that when aggression towards a Bobo Doll is witnessed, children can learn aspects of socialized behavior, through the observation of models, other human beings who operate in roles of authority, acclaim or high regard. While the Bobo Doll particularly emphasized the transmissible behaviors of aggression, it’s value cannot be disputed in elaborating how behavior in itself can be a learnable trait. As such, it can be inferred that if aggression can be learnt by an observer, other behaviors can be witnessed and assimilated, such as selective attention or a disregard for an authority figure, such as a teacher.
[bookmark: _Int_qffdVIy7] The contribution of the Bobo Doll experiment is significant as it established that children do not just learn from witnessing specific traits, but will also replicate them. Therefore, educational professionals must be aware of the behaviors that learners will be exposed to, and that they may have the capacity to replicate them in the classroom. Even further, it emphasizes keeping check on an educator’s own behavior, as the social behaviors they exhibit in the classroom are likely to be observed, assimilated and possibly reflected at them by their learners, which if negative will pose a problem for engagement and acceptable behavior standards.
 Bandura’s capacity for a reproducible experiment offers a strength to the cohesive nature of the experiment and lays the groundwork for his further work on Social Learning Theory. However, there are weaknesses to the experiment. Closed laboratory experiments can struggle to replicate the validity of normal childhood development, both in longevity and range of role models. Children and learners may differ in their mimicry of what behaviors they imitate, and of who they choose to imitate. If a child is raised to view the behavior of certain models to be unacceptable, either by societal, familial or religious conventions, then they may reject any imitation of such behavior. Furthermore, the sample group utilized could be argued to be a far cry from an accurate representation of children across race and class divides present in society, potentially skewing the results.
To continue with Bandura’s work, his Social Learning Theory (SLT) (1977) emphasizes that development and growth is learned by environmental and social influences. Learners will pay attention to a stimulus (speech patterns, topics others find interesting or funny), retain that information either consciously or subconsciously, reproduce the behavior (attacking the Bobo, mimicking the language used by others in a social group), and receive feedback and motivation to continue with the behavior (social acceptance by peers). SLT’s strength and significance lie in the fact that it provides a valid argument for the development of human behavior, and a key influence on how we learn, and learn to behave. For example, debate around racism as a learnt behavior has at times found traction, such as that “Humans are sponges for their social environment,” (Apfelbaum, 2021, para 2.), and this in turn could be argued to relate to the development of moral and social values, such as racial views and opinions. Therefore, it’s tangible to see a link to how children’s views on race, gender and moral values are often learnt behaviors, validating SLT. It can be argued that when learners see their classmates speak and act in certain ways, they find that if they imitate them, learners are often more widely accepted; reinforcing a desire to fit in that emerges early in humans (Haun, 2014).  However, again despite there being many strengths to the concept of SLT, it is not without its detractors. Several theorists have surmised that children and learners are simply not islands of observation, and that our learning is holistic, a bridged experience somewhere between the nature of biology, and the nurture of observation and learning. Instead, our experiences and subsequently our behavior is driven and influenced. SLT comes into direct rejection of Skinner’s work, as it leans closer towards the principles of observation rather than experience.
Case Study
A case study of an individual, or a group of learners is an opportunity to be able to review one or more learners in as valid a learning environment as possible. Laboratory and controlled experiences are useful and important, but difficult to maintain and replicate the truest of experiences. To understand the true behavior of learners any research must be performed through the medium of in-class observation as close to the real experience as possible. Even then, that may trigger difficulties. Learners will very quickly notice the presence of a new and unusual other inside the classroom. It is possible to have observation through cameras, or one way glass but these may prove difficult to incorporate into a classroom setting on a regular basis. Therefore, for as valid an experience as possible, the observer is preferably in the room to observe. Whether they are involved with the class is another matter. However, learners will swiftly notice a new person present in the classroom and will often adapt their behavior to acclimatize. Depending on whether or not the class teacher addresses these concerns or acts as if the observer is not present, can affect this. A common instinct is that the observer is an inspector, perhaps to study pupil behavior or that of the teacher. Some may dial back their behavior and natural state, while some may exacerbate it, put on a show for the newcomer. Essentially, very few things beat out the validity of in person observation, but it can be argued to sometimes not be a true representation of a learner group. These are all concerns to be considered when evaluating a case study. Indeed, the critical incident referred to takes into account the new and unusual presence of the observer and identifies it as a valid consideration upon review.
As previously mentioned, the case study occurred in a Y8 Business lesson, just after break time. The pupils arrived and took their seats, the two pupils who formed the focus taking seats in the furthest back left seats, as far away from the teacher as possible. The teacher began to explain the task, using clear and concise explanations while they went through every individual step to access the Chromebook task by demonstrating on the electronic whiteboard. However, while this was going on, pupils A + B were chatting, laughing and not paying attention. The teacher continued, asking questions to review the pupil’s grasp of what the lesson’s objective was. They asked learners to elaborate on their answers and teased out as much information as possible through this medium. B was asked and appeared to grasp the objective. A continued to misbehave and disrupt quietly. Furthermore, when it was time for the learners to carry out the task, that involved moving to different stations around the room, A exhibited surprise, and relied on B to do the bulk of the work, as A did not understand the task set. Ten minutes later, a pupil arrived at the lesson late and was assigned to A + B’s group. When C asked A what they were supposed to be doing, A told C that they had no idea, and went back to messing around with B. After a few moments, C went and joined another group.
To the observer, this appeared to come down to the fact that despite the close presence of a newcomer adult in the classroom, A made zero attempt to engage with the class instructions, displaying true bewilderment at what they were supposed to achieve. However, A made no attempt to ask the teacher for help. Instead, they carried on chatting and misbehaving with B, making the same kind of jokes, language and linguistic cues as B. This infers that there was a degree of operational conditioning, that the social validation to A was more important than any consequence that the teacher could enforce for A not completing their work - Skinner. Furthermore, the fact that A mimicked B so closely also proposes that observational learning is in play - The Bobo Doll. A has seen how B talks, the jokes he makes, and repeats the same style back to them for comedic success. SLT additionally carried weight here, as the level of familiarity the two learners had as friends and what each other found funny, implies that A had paid attention to the stimulus B was putting, registered it consciously or sub-consciously, and had then chosen to replicate it for the desired effect, social validation and the acceptance by B, though at the risk of any consequence to his actions - Social Learning Theory. Therefore, through this singular observation over the span of twenty minutes, an array of literature and learning theories have been potentially observed and experienced. This shows both the value of critical, in person observations, and how they can be used to identify the many behavioral and learning theories that can be present in a classroom environment at any given time.
Teaching and Learning Methods
[bookmark: _Int_ZEhomnyB]It can be argued that there are several forms of teaching and learning methods available to address the problems raised by the critical incident case study, and that would be correct. However, each method and form of learning has its strengths and limitations, especially when deployed in a classroom setting. It is said that “No battle plan survives contact with the enemy” (von Moltke, 1871) and though an unusual adage in relation to the classroom, the inherent principle stands; that any plan is only as good as the first few moments, then it is a showcase of adaptation and flexibility to deliver a product that is most close to the desired end goal when planning. As such, plans can only deliver a degree of content, after which it is down to the skill and initiative of the teacher to deliver the final product.
[bookmark: _Int_5U3RaG1F]One form of learning that could be used to address the critical incident is social modelling. If the critical incident came about through the social observation of a poorly behaved student, then logically the relocation of the learner to next to a well-behaved learner could prove beneficial as A may learn or imitate the better behavior of that learner. Therefore, the re-evaluation of a seating plan, ensuring that poorly behaved learners are seated next to well-behaved ones, following SLT. SLT has proven that children model good and poor behavior, seen further in the Bobo Doll study. The strengths in this lie in the fact that learners will see more of the consequences of good behavior, and ideally come to wish them for themselves, changing their own attitudes and behaviors accordingly. This hopefully in turn will influence their own personal development, spurring on individual growth away from the mold that they may contort themselves to fit for the validation of their peers.
However, such a strategy is not without its limitations. For the well-behaved pupil, this can often be seen as some form of punishment, that their learning is affected by the appearance of a negative influence. This in turn can affect their own journey of progression in the classroom, their journey sacrificed for the benefit of another’s. It can also have the reverse effect, as already stated, children learn both good and poor behaviors, and the transference is not limited to one-way. The desired outcome can backfire, and the well-behaved pupil can start to deteriorate and slow their progression, in fact making both student’s progression worse than before the learning method was implemented.
[bookmark: _Int_pDrFh98w]Secondly, another teaching method that could be of a benefit is to ensure that no matter how trivial, there is a constant and immediate feedback of positive reinforcement towards an identified learner, such as A. Simply keep coming back to them, asking specifically them questions, and otherwise making sure they are not lost in the back of the classroom, within the domain of disruptive behaviors and influences. If it is known that progression with a certain pupil is slow, it can be vital to reinforce expectations and positivity as much as possible, especially when secondary school teachers are unable to teach the same learner for five hours a day, they must provide as much positive reinforcement as they are able to within the short time they have the focus of the learner. With this being an implementation of Skinner’s operant conditioning, it has the potential to associate positive behavior with a reward and feedback system that can override the standard disruption and dispassion that exists, with the potential for this behavior to carry on across the boundaries of individual lessons.
Yet, operant conditioning may lead to an overreliance on reward and positive feedback, so much so that the learner only complies with the lesson for the short-term vindication of positive reward, rather than fostering any long-term internal desire to take any anything from the learning experience. The student places no value on their own journey of progression, rather they will work only to achieve the rewards they have become accustomed to and no further, as why should they go beyond expectations when there is nothing tangible to strive for? Accordingly, this can foster a degree of selfishness and lack of motivation for further and further successes. They can become content with the bare minimum expected.
As such both social learning theory and operant conditioning have ways, they could contribute to resolving this critical incident. However, they both offer opportunities to backfire and not just halt the learner’s progression but reverse it. Therefore, for these methods to be effective in the classroom, they must be broken down and adapted to the learners individually, something that can be difficult and time-consuming. As such, it is ultimately important to consider the strengths of different methods but know that they cannot be applied carte blanche, rather wielded with a degree of flexibility and readiness to adapt.
Discussion
The observation and subsequent case raised several points to consider for the author’s own pedagogical journey. The primary take away was that despite how clear a teacher may dictate instructions, despite the time taken to methodically walk the class through a set of instructions step by step, if a learner has chosen to switch off, or simply not to listen then they will not listen. However, it is simply not feasible to methodically investigate each learner’s grasp of the task one by one, as time constraints and the needs of the greater classroom make this impossible. Yet, there should never be a moment in the classroom where a learner’s progression is willingly sacrificed or neglected so the majority can improve or succeed. As such, a balance must be struck. That is what must be considered in great detail for the author’s own journey of progression, and how they choose to implement pedagogical strategies and teaching methods. This means that work will be needed to evaluate the best possible way of ensuring the classroom remains engaged, as it is logical to assume that in the future there will be learners like A who choose to simply not listen or will refuse to engage. How the author plans to account for this in the classroom will make up a key focus in their lesson plans and classroom thought process, as something vital to stay on top of constantly. The teacher trainee must be aware of the different operating levels of their learners and strive to find the best way to teach that utilizes’ the greatest possible learning strengths while minimizing the weaknesses of any chosen methodology.
Additionally, this observed experience has further reinforced the need and value of the twelve pedagogical principles enshrined in the new Welsh curriculum. Being able to make an observation of a classroom situation has allowed the author to tie back what they have witnessed to the grounding principles of pedagogy established in the new curriculum. Crucially, it is point ten; encouraging learners to take responsibility for their own learning and point three; employing a blend of teaching approaches, that have resonated most with the author (Donaldson, 2023). It is these that mean the most for the author’s pedagogical approach. Encouraging learner’s responsibilities transfers a degree of pressure but also duties from the teacher to the learner, and that if the learner is the one responsible for what and how they learn, then they may come to value their place in a teaching institution, rather than reject what they may see as boring or useless information. This can be used to hopefully avoid critical incidents like the one with A in the future. Employing a blend of teaching approaches will also help to break up the standard classroom monotony that can turn off learners. Reinforcing that notion of adaptability, being able to recognize that when one approach fails, like that of operant conditioning, it is being able to swiftly switch to social modelling, or another concept and form of teaching entirely without losing steam that makes for a strong standard of teaching.
Conclusion
To prepare for this case study, many pedagogical theories and methods were discussed, taught and studied. As a result, this left the author with a certain sense of the internal workings that might exist within a classroom. It was then another experience entirely to observe a classroom in the field, and put all those theories into practice, and attempt to see how they might translate into a real-life setting. The study of pedagogy promoted certain ideas and strategies that the author would choose to implement in the classroom, but it took in-situ observation to fully grasp the realization of a classroom, and just how closely to the initial idea would be possible to carry out. As a result, this has left an impact on the author’s planning for continued teaching practice, as they are now aware of some of the unplannable moments that they must plan for. What this case study has shown, in addition to other examples witnessed throughout the school system, is that there are many experiences in the classroom that can and will go wrong, but also that will go right. It is merely a need for practice, flexibility and a willingness to adapt to an ever-developing situation, both at the frontlines in the classroom, and in regard to the ever-changing profession of teaching as a whole.
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Appendix
Date and Time, Year Group: Tuesday 10th October, A Year 8 class at approximately 11.30am
[bookmark: _Int_vl5UP9JE]Where and When: About 20 minutes into a Business lesson, at a table in the back of the classroom
What Happened?
A year 8 business class after break time. The class came in and settled in their seats. They were informed that they would be needing their Chromebook for the task, and a few moments were taken to share with ones that did not have Chromebook or put them on charge. The teacher explained the task in a clear, concise and step by step walkthrough of the task using the electronic whiteboard. They then proceeded to elaborate on the task, as well as asking questions, and when pupils answered the teacher wanted them to elaborate on their answers, pulling out as much information as possible from the learner. Two pupils, A + B had been sitting at the back paying little attention, instead chatting and joking amongst themselves, but not lound enough to disrupt the lesson or for the teacher to notice. At one point B was called upon to check his understanding of the task, and they were able to answer correctly, indicating a degree of having listened to the instructions. When the class was given the go ahead to begin, a task involving getting up and moving around the desks to different stations, A was surprised, and remarked surprised at the fact that they were moving for the task, indicating a lack of grasping the set task. They proceeded to follow B around the class, however they did not attempt much of the work themselves, rather preferring to copy the answers of B instead. When a third pupil came in late, they were assigned to this group. Pupil C, then asked A + B what the task was, and A could simply not explain what it was they were actually doing, choosing to laugh it off. C sat there for a few minutes ignored by A + B, before they went and sat with another group of pupils who were able to work with them. The teacher had made clear that six points needed to be observed at each station, but when they came to review the answers of A + B, they were only able to offer one or two ill-though out answers. The teacher illustrated their disappointment at this result and said to the pupils that next lesson a change in the seating plan may be a necessary decision if the work of A + B remains at this low standard.
Areas of Possible Exploration:
· Correlation of the 12 pedagogical principles/ Rosenshine’s 17 points
· Social modelling and child to child interactions
· Is this an area of improvement for the pupils or the teacher, or both?
· The importance of seating plans, making sure every child can tell back to the teacher what their task and objective is

	
	
	



