


Introduction

“The term ‘critical incident’ come from history where it refers to some event or situation which marked a significant turning-point or change” (Tripp, 2012, p. 24). Not all critical incidents are obvious or dramatic. According to Tripp (2012), most incidents are straightforward and occur often throughout teaching. They often occur during routine and therefore appear ‘typical’ not ‘critical, but they then become critical once analysed.  
Critical incidents are based upon reflection. Tripp (2012) explains that a critical incident is something that surprises you, thus making you think deeper about the incident and being able to understand it. Once this is understood and then reflected on, the outcome of the reflection can then be used throughout out teaching practice. This is important because as a teacher, it is important to reflect on how and why something takes place in the school and find ways to improve on this situation for the future generations. 
During two days of observation, I experienced many critical incidents. In this assignment I will reflect on this critical incident and will critically evaluate behaviour management linked to the incident. 
I am aiming to achieve a balanced argument on behaviour management. 
I will also reflect on my critical incident and identify any next steps that can be taken to help improve my skills as a teacher. I can take both positive and negative things from my incident and link them to the classroom setting. 

The Role of Critical Reflection

Critical reflection is used to help set goals and boundaries, and to also use the past to help us improve on our future. To critically reflect is the bridge between thinking and doing (Schön, 1983). 
As student-teachers, we will ultimately be the ones making the final decision on how to proceed with situations. By critically reflecting on many observations will allow us to confidently make the final decision and will help develop pedagogy. Teachers expect students to be able to critically reflect on situations, therefore, as a teacher, our own critical thinking and reflection should develop and expand (Bognar & Krumes, 2017). 
Engaging in reflection helps us, as individuals, get better understanding of a topic, improves our problem-solving skills, increases our awareness, and keeps us open-minded to new ideas (Ash & Clayton, 2009).
It is crucial to not only critically reflect while training to become a teacher, but to do so throughout a teaching career. To be able to become the best teacher possible, it is important that you are continuously reviewing incidents, no matter how big or small they may seem. As a teacher progression is vital and being able to be both complementary and critical of incidents will help advancing. 
Howard (2006) argues that you cannot teach something you do not know. Therefore, observation is crucial in teaching practice. When observing, critical reflection is an extra step into analysing any questions that might appear when observing. By answering any questions, you can discover what might or might not work within education and think about ways to improve or change any techniques. 
Goals can be set according to your conclusion on reflection (Shandomo, 2010). A goal can include a timescale, a target outcome, and resources. By doing this, you are able quantify how successful a technique was. Depending on how successful it was, you can set future targets and goals based on reflection. 

Observation 

Following BERA (2018) guidelines on anonymity, the school in which I observed, along with any names of the staff or pupils will be kept anonymous throughout. 

The two days of observation took place in an English medium Primary School located in the East of the City of Swansea. According to My Local School (2021) there are 434 pupils that are on roll at the school ranging from the ages 3 to 11 and are mixed gender. The school is separated into 12 full-time classes and 2 part-time nursery classes (Estyn, 2014). Therefore, many year groups have 2 classes. Of these 434 pupils, 25.9% are entitled to free school meals (My Local School, 2021), with the average across Wales being 19.9% (Gov.Wales, 2020), the school’s average is greater. No pupils speak Welsh as their first language, however, 16% do speak English as an additional language. The school had identified that 16% of their pupils have additional learning needs (ALN), which is lower than the national average of 19.5% (Gov.Wales, 2021). Very few of the children that identified with ALN have a statement of special educational needs (Estyn, 2014). The pupil’s attendance increased 2% in one year and rose to 93.7% when the Estyn report was released. Attendance was noted on an improvement that the school could make on the report. With attendance being noted on as an improvement the school could make on the Estyn report (2014), it had increased to 94.4% in 2019 (My Local School, 2021).
The school’s current performance and the school’s prospects for improvement both received ‘good’ in the Estyn report (2014). 

Critical Incident 

When observing in a year 4 class, pupils aged 8-9 years old, I noted a critical incident. As one of the year 4 teachers had a meeting about the new curriculum, the other year 4 teacher had both classes, equating to having over 40 pupils for the lesson. This resulted in the format of the lesson being changed accordingly. As they were doing a group activity outside that involved running to an information sheet and gathering data, the teacher set out rules for the task. The rule that stood out the most to me and is my critical incident is the following: If you, as a team, show that you are disappointed in someone or leave someone out of the task, a point will be taken off your final score. However, if you are encouraging to your team and support one another no matter what the outcome is, then a point will be added onto your final score. The teacher continued to say that we’re all different and some might have different needs to others, an example the teacher gave was “if you can’t run then walk to the task and support each other no matter what”.  As the class acknowledged this rule, they were asked about way they could encourage their group. One child answered, ‘you could shout “go on you can do this”’. Another child answered, ‘if the group gets the answer wrong you can be disappointed but don’t be disappointed in one person’. The teacher nodded at both answers and elaborated on the second. She acknowledged that it is okay to feel emotions such as disappointed or frustration but that the child is right in that you shouldn’t be disappointed in someone for getting the answer wrong. The rule that was set out encourages informed, ethical citizens in that the children are encouraged to have good morals and be supportive of one another. It also encourages individuals to have respect, inclusivity, and non-judgemental outlooks. As the teacher pointed out that people are all different, but this should never affect how you treat someone. This made the children aware of equality and inclusion.
The rule will also create healthy, confident individuals. By having your peers cheer you on you will feel supported and confident to participate in the activity. Even though the area of learning wasn’t Health and Wellbeing, running to get information was involved in the activity. This will help individuals take part in physical activity, creating a healthy individual. 
As the rule was set with negative and positive reinforcement, the children should learn which behaviour is acceptable and non-acceptable and use this knowledge throughout life sub-consciously without having the negative and positive reinforcement. 

Literature Review 

Operant conditioning is a theory that helps to increase desired behaviour by rewarding positive behaviour and punishing negative behaviour, while reinforcing these (Skinner, 1948). B.F Skinner studied operant conditioning on rats and pigeons as this was seen as more ethical and cheaper. Even though most of his experiments were performed on nonhumans, Skinner wasn’t interested in how these animals behaved, but was interested how humans behaved (Schlinger, 2021). Therefore, the conclusions of these experiments can be linked to human behaviours. 
The term ‘operant’ was used as Skinner believed that the behaviour would operate the environment (O’Donohue, & Ferguson, 2001).
Through Skinner’s experiments, many conclusions were made from the findings. Firstly, you must shape the behaviour as it might not be natural and instinctive. This was done in a step-by-step way, by reinforcing responses that are similar to the desired response. Gradually, the response can become more and more accurate to the desired final response through time. Another finding was that extinction can take place. If behaviours are not reinforced regularly, then this behaviour can become forgotten about, thus becoming extinct (O’Donohue & Ferguson, 2001). Therefore, it is crucial that behaviour is reinforced consistently.

Since Skinner first introduced the laws of operant conditioning with rats and pigeons, the concept rapidly escalated to be used with a much wider range of animals, including humans (Schlinger, 2021). It is argued that operant conditioning is most effective on humans, who are known as ‘the learning animal’. In the 1960’s, researchers began to apply operant condition to the education system and have continued to do so, creating a wide discussion about whether it is effective within teaching and the learning environment (Schlinger, 2021). Operant conditioning and reinforcement are popular tools for behavioural management within the school setting. 

The critical incident that was observed was a prime example of how positive reinforcement and negative punishment could take place within the classroom. There are 4 types of reinforcers when using operant conditioning: natural, social, tangible and token (Ackerman, 2022). It was clear that by reinforcing rules and using token rewards, in this case these were points being added to or taken from the final score, to reinforce behaviour worked. The pupils were respectful to one another when doing the task and were enthusiastic about gaining more points to win. Positive reinforcement is used by adding a stimulus to increase behaviour the behaviour that is desired whereas negative punishment is used by removing stimulus to decrease behaviour that is unwanted (Leeder, 2012). In this critical incident, the stimulus is 1 point, either being added for positive reinforcement or taken away for negative punishment, to the final score. The desired behaviour is respect and inclusion therefore the unwanted behaviour is disrespect and exclusion. 

Dalla & Shors, (2009) found that females are more likely to respond to operant conditioning than males, especially on more complicated tasks. They also argue that males and females learn and remember differently throughout the stages of their lives. Therefore, a 6-year-old female might be at a different stage of processing learning to a 6 year-old male. This could complicate using operant conditioning as a whole class approach, especially with a mix-sex class. 

Ramey and Ourth (1971) carried out a study on vocalisation rates using 15 infants aged 3, 6 and 9 months. By using 3 different conditions, immediate reinforcement, a 3 second delay between response and reinforcement and a 6 second delay between response and reinforcement, they discovered that the only effective condition was the immediate reinforcement. If a behaviour is only reinforced once, it is likely that that behaviour will not occur again. Therefore, for learning to occur and for desired behaviour to become a regular occurrence, reinforcement must take place. 

Positive reinforcement is used to motivate children into behaving a certain way. There are two types of motivations: intrinsic and extrinsic. Intrinsic motivation is when the individual gets gratification from within themselves, for example, simply being happy that they were well behaved and were learning throughout the day. Extrinsic motivation is when the individual gets gratification from rewards (Kamery, 2004). Operant conditioning uses extrinsic motivation as there is some type of reward to reinforce positive behaviour. 
Alstot et al (2014) carried out a study analysing intrinsic motivation when given extrinsic rewards. The conclusion of the study was that to increase or maintain an individual’s intrinsic motivation, rewards must become harder to achieve and should slowly be withdrawn. If a reward is consistent, then the individual will know what they need to do and will act purely on extrinsic motivation.

Petursdottir and Ragnarsdottir (2019) discovered that by introducing behaviour support plans (BSPs) and using token reinforcement decreased disruptive behaviour by 85% and increased academic engagement by 78%, on average. Overtime, the tokens were slowly removed, however the academic engagement remained. 

There is a wide discussion about whether using rewards to increase good behaviour is morally correct.
Kohn (2001) believes that using reinforcement and rewarding a child is manipulating and increases the child’s expectation for being praised often. It is also suggested that reinforcement is controlling and is done for the adult’s sake and not for the child’s sake. In contrast, Strain and Joseph (2004) responded to Kohn’s article with the opinion that by not praising children, they might not be able to obtain the peak of their development. 

Becker (1969) applies that by ‘bribing’ badly behaved children to behave well will encourage them to behave bad more often. The more the child behaves bad, the more likely it is that they will then get rewarded when they behave good. A young boy was quoted by Baruch (cited in O’Leary, Poulos & Devine, 1972, p.5) "I get what I want by keeping mother thinking I'll be bad. Of course, I have to be bad often enough to convince her she is not paying me for nothing.". Consequently, if the child picks up on the patterns of being rewarded, they might continue to misbehave.

Even though some do argue that reinforcers are the same as bribery, O’Leary, Poulos and Devine(1972) claim that there is difference between using bribery and using reinforcers. On the condition that using reinforcers is not taken advantage of, it is not bribery. They also argue that if using reinforcers is bribery, then bribery is used every day from everyone. Therefore, it can’t be immoral. 

Of course, there are other behaviour management techniques that can help improve children’s behaviour.

Social Learning Theory suggests that children learn through observation and modelling (Bandura, 1971). Therefore, by simply performing the correct behaviour to the class, the children are more likely to pick up this behaviour and imitate.
Levy, Pryor & McKeon (2015) compared teaching through operant learning and observation. The control group observed the tasks being done twice and given instructions on how to complete it. The test group were shown how to complete the tasks through operant learning. Both groups were then asked to complete the task. It was concluded that the test group achieved these tasks more precisely and taking more care while completing the tasks. Therefore, when operant learning took place, the tasks were done to a higher standard than when observation took place. 

A study was carried out to discover whether children in school will increase their fruit and vegetable intake by both peer-modelling and using rewards. A letter or video from ‘The Food Dudes’, which was an acting group comprised of 2 boys and 2 girls aged 12-13 years old, were shown to the class. The Food Dudes would be enthusiastic about their love for fruit and vegetables. If the children ate a piece of fruit at lunch, they would receive a green sticker and a red sicker for eating a vegetable. This would indicate to the teachers who would be able to receive rewards. They concluded that the children who were influenced and given rewards increased their consumption of fruit and vegetables. Even without reinforcement, the consumption decreased slightly from when the experiment took place but was still higher than before the experiment. 
Therefore, both imitating and operant conditioning is successful in receiving desired behaviour.

However, Birch (1980) found the children’s vegetable preferences changed according to who they were observed. The study focused on a group of children who preferred carrots to peas and a group of children that preferred the opposite. Both groups were placed in the same room at lunch time for 4 consecutive days. This study shows that children can learn simply through observation only and behaviours can change according to their observations. Therefore, by acting in a particular way as a teacher, children are likely to imitate as teachers are seen as an influential figure. 

Abramowitz and O’Leary (1991) believe that by changing one’s environment can change their behaviour. For example, a classroom routine and a space with less distractions such as the doors closed and chairs facing a certain way, can create a stronger learning environment which can also encourage better behaviour. 
Following on, Ryan & Deci (2017) also argues that people’s motivations can be changed with their surrounding environment. Not only does the environment affect motivation, but it can also affect performance, learning, health, and creativity. By having a strong social and learning environment, individuals’ motivation is more likely to increase resulting in the desired behaviour. 

Reflection

Throughout my teaching practice, I am likely to come across many behaviour issues. Behaviour issues can be individual, groups, a whole class-basis or even a whole school-basis. I will have to adapt my techniques according to the group size and according to the extent of misbehaviour. 

I will try to implement operant conditioning for behaviour management as studies have shown that it is successful. However, when implementing this I will be aware of all the potential consequences, and I will try and limit the number of negative responses. 

When reinforcing good behaviour, I will use the 4 rewards: natural, social, tangible and token. Natural will be used often without even realising. Natural rewards are when something good happens directly from the behaviour. For example, a child who is listening when a task is being set will naturally do a better piece of work. Social reinforcers, like natural reinforcers, will likely to be used often as this is when you use phrases of appraisal such as “good work” or “I love that drawing”. Tangible rewards will likely be a less common reinforcer. As a teacher, giving tangible objects such as money, sweets or toys will be frowned upon. The likely tangible reward that I will use are stickers. Finally, token rewards, similar to tangible rewards, will be used less that the first two. Depending on if the school has a reward system, such as Dojo points, this will be used more frequently during different experiences. 

It is important that when using a social token to reinforce positive behaviour, that encouragement is used and not praise (Jalongo & Isenberg, 2004). This is something to always consider when using vocal rewards as children will often pick up on when something is over praised. Children are often aware of when they receive an empty praise. For example, if a child chooses the colour green to colour in grass and you paise them, they might consider this empty praise as they have always coloured grass in green. As a teacher, I need to be aware that what I say could either come across encouraging, therefore boosting their confidence, or come across patronising which will potentially lower the child’s confidence. I will need to consider what age group I am speaking to, and I will also consider their abilities when encouraging them. For example, I will try to not continuously praise a child who is already able to write their own name as this would come across as an empty praise and will soon be disregarded by the child. 

Even though I will use operant conditioning, I am aware that there are many other factors that contribute to a well-behaved pupil. I will ensure to have a safe space and a healthy learning environment so the pupils will feel comfortable, resulting in a well-behaved class. An example of this could be having a ‘time-out’ corner, where a child can go and relax if they’re feeling sad or angry. Therefore, instead of the child acting out due to the way they are feeling, they can think through their emotions.
I will also be aware of the many other theories within psychology about how children learn. Social Learning Theory, the theory of learning through observation, is a theory to continuously be mindful of. As children can learn from observation and behave through imitation, as a role model figure I must be aware that everything I do can influence how the pupils react and therefore how they behave. Therefore, if a pupil misbehaves, I must first consider whether this behaviour could’ve been imitated from either myself, another staff member or from peers.

Conclusion

In conclusion, behaviour management is a complex and broad topic with many theories that can be linked to it, not just operant conditioning. It is crucial that a teacher has good behaviour management as it will not only negatively affect the child/children misbehaving, but it can also negatively affect the whole class. It is, however, important to get the balance right. Even though managing behaviour is important, creating a safe environment is arguably more important within education. If a child feels scared to come to school, if, for example, you are shouting at them, then a bad rapport will be formed with that child. Thus, making them more likely to act up or misbehave.
When I use operant conditioning for behaviour management, I will also be aware that using other theories alongside it can make it more effective. 
As the curriculum for Wales, and therefore pedagogy, has recently had a drastic change, it is important to keep in mind the focus of teaching: to create young ethical, creative, ambitious, and healthy individuals who, when they leave education, are an asset to society. The four purposes are important as they encourage independence. Therefore, a child cannot be too reliant. 
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