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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.

In this essay I will endeavour to critically evaluate key research surrounding behavioural management and emotional literacy in adolescents relating to my critical incident observation. I will also use my understanding of how Tripp’s (1993) Critical Incident model can be used in reflective practice to influence a student teacher’s professional development as well as the further steps taken in a classroom environment.

I believe that it is important for me to highlight the structure of the essay. Following on from this introduction I will then underline the role of critical incidents in relation to teachers. Then I will provide context to the observation setting, in compliance with BERA. This section will provide an avenue in discussing the critical incident linked with at least one of the four purposes for the Welsh curriculum. This will be followed by a literature review which will link academic literature will be linked with the critical incident. I will then reflect and evaluate using a reflective model. Finally, I will conclude and summarise the areas I have discussed by linking to the professional standards teaching and leadership.

It is widely believed that Tripp’s (1993) critical incident model is an effective method for a teacher to critically reflect on their practice in a classroom environment. This is because it allows teachers to see how often their practice is affected by the conditions of their work and how they must adapt to deliver the most effective practice possible despite factors in play that may be out of their control. A critical incident is described by Tripp as ‘a critical incident is an interpretation of the significance of an event’ (Tripp, 1993, p.8), this suggests that by challenging teachers to focus on critical incidents then it allows for effective reflective thinking and analysis of how they practice. I believe that this observation process is vital for teachers at the start of their career.

The practice of teaching has evolved exponentially over time. It is a profession that is consistently put under a microscope by the general public, politicians and academics. Šeth and Šaric (2017) state that it no longer is sufficient for teachers to be able to just explain their subject area well, regulate learning and motivate students (Šeth and Šaric, 2017, p.69). They argue that teachers must be able to adapt their practice to students in ‘…specific social, cultural, and political contexts’ (2017, p.69). A teacher that is more open to the process of critical reflection and its benefits ultimately becomes a better teacher. For example, it gives teachers the ability to take informed actions that can be justified and explained to others when queried. This sentiment is echoed by Orchard et al who state that ‘…the professional teacher is able to judge right action in various school and classroom contexts from a more reliable basis for judgment than intuition or common sense. A teacher who is able to make good situational judgments does not rely on hearsay or unreflective prejudice’. (Orchard et al, 2015, p.202-216)

My experience working with adolescents in an out of classroom environment as well as my research into behavioural management and emotional literacy will serve to greatly benefit me when in my practice with students who require it.


OBSERVATION.

The school in which I conducted my observation is a co-educational secondary school located in a heavily residential area in the western region of Swansea. The school has over 1200 pupils on roll (including an estimated 180 in the Sixth Form) as of 2021 (My Local School, n.d) but the number has risen again according to staff. While there is a set catchment area it is estimated that pupils will arrive from over 26 different primary schools across the Swansea area. Approximately 25% of the pupils in this school qualify for ‘free school meals’ (FSM), a figure much higher when compared to the rest of Wales (18.7%). Furthermore, 25% of the students that attend the school live in 20% of the most deprived areas in Wales. Finally, it is approximated that 26.5% of the school’s pupils are from BAME (Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic) backgrounds (My Local School, n.d), reflecting the diverse nature of the community which the school is based in. This observation took place in a mono-sex (male) PE lesson located on the school playing fields. The learners were aged between 13 and 14 (year 9) and reflected the school’s diverse make-up. The learners were described by the teacher prior to the beginning of the lesson as boisterous but talented sportsmen. There were approximately 20-25 learners. 

Child X has become increasingly irritable throughout the PE lesson and had begun to verbally lash out at his peers, his language becoming particularly foul. The teacher noted his behaviour but at multiple points throughout the lesson the teacher publicly praised him. At the lesson’s climax, while the teacher attempted to deliver the lesson’s plenary, Child X kicked a rugby ball away to get a reaction out of both his peers and the teacher. With a calm tone of voice, the teacher asks Child X to retrieve the ball in which Child X responds by doing the same action again. Eventually he retrieves the ball and both parties have a quiet one-to-one conversation to resolve the problem. 

The critical incident is an example of a school-wide policy called ‘PIP and RIP’ (praise in public and reprimand in private) in which teachers are encouraged to celebrate positive behaviour and to deal with negative actions in a one-to-one manner rather than in a public setting. This policy is based off Lee and Marlene Carter’s (1976) ‘Assertive Discipline’ theory. Child X chooses to misbehave, and the teacher understands that they don’t need to accept Child X’s excuses.

When reflecting on my chosen critical incident and the steps that I would take following on from it, in relation to Prof. Donaldson’s four purposes for the Welsh curriculum I found that I should focus on ‘healthy, confident individuals who form positive relationships upon trust and mutual respect’ (Donaldson, 2015, p.30). This is because the teacher has chosen not to publicly chastise Child X for their bad behaviour but instead treat them with respect, building up a positive relationship. This relationship between learner and practitioner serves to aid the learner’s ability to ‘take measured decisions about lifestyle and manage risk’ (Donaldson, 2015, p.30) Both of these together serve to aid Child X’s decision making around behaviour and expressing their emotions, ensuring a smoother journey through compulsory education. 

LITERATURE REVIEW.

I feel that this critical incident has uncovered a need for a focus on theory relating to behaviour management but also the idea of emotional literacy in adolescent humans. Theories such as Lee and Marlene Carter’s (1976) ‘Assertive Discipline’, Maslow’s Hierarchy of needs (1943), Dreikurs’ Logical Consequences model (1968) are all relevant to understanding and implementing emotional literacy and behavioural management in the classroom. 
The school in which I conducted my observation is clearly influenced by a number of practices. Lee and Marlene Carter (1976) argue in their ‘Assertive Discipline’ theory that the most effective way to build a trusting teacher-student relationship is based upon ‘mutual respect’ (Carter, 2010, p. 106). Furthermore, Carter argues that the goal of corrective actions within the classroom environment is not to punish, but rather to teach learners appropriate behaviour. They are never meant to embarrass, humiliate, or harm a student in any way (Carter, 2010, p.34). The teacher’s practice is clearly heavily influenced by these ideas and is proven to be effective. The primary behaviour (kicking the ball away) was dealt with, while the secondary behaviour (foul language towards peers) was ignored and instead Child X was praised for their participation in the lesson (Canter, 2010, p.63). It is important to note that this theory relies on the assumption that a child will misbehave. While this may be true, I feel that it is limited as it doesn’t allow room to answer why a learner misbehaves. Dreikurs’ ‘Logical Consequences’ model (1968) claims that a child’s behaviour is motivated by unconscious needs such as to gain attention, to display inadequacy, exact power over someone or to exact revenge. Within the observed lesson it could be hypothesised that Child X’s actions were an unconscious need to exert power over their peers through intimidation and bad language. A similar theory to Dreikurs’ one is that of Glasser’s ‘Reality Theory’ (1965) which remarks that humans are born with five basic needs that are built into their genetic structure, that are survival, love, power, fun, and freedom (Glasser, 1990, p.43). Both theories are built upon a need to satisfy an unconscious condition. Furthermore, Glasser’s theory puts forward the argument that a child (Child X) chooses to misbehave to gain the love, attention and belonging from a person (the teacher). I believe however that this could be interpreted and argued that Child X’s outburst during the PE lesson to draw the attention of the teacher on to himself is a sign of a classroom in which the teacher is not in control. Building on further from both Dreikurs’ and Glassers’ point, Abraham Maslow (1943) put forward his ’Hierarchy of Needs’ theory in which he listed the key items that humans need to ‘thrive’. Particularly, he argues that humans need confidence, respect of and by other people. I feel that this theory strengthens Dreikurs’ point that Child X had an unconscious need to be respected by his peers but could only do so through intimidation and power. 
Furthermore, I feel that this critical incident is closely linked to Pavlov’s theory of ‘classical conditioning’ (1897) which is, according to McLeod is “…learning through association” (McLeod, 1970). It is “…two stimuli are linked together to produce a new learned response in a person or animal.” (McLeod, 1970). In one sense, Child X knows that by kicking the ball away during a rugby lesson he draws the attention of his peers, thus granting a feeling of confidence, satisfying a need of love and attention (Glasser). However, the motion of kicking the ball away also draws the attention of the teacher and results in a potential reprimand. If Child X continually behaves negatively then they will associate their behaviour with negative encounters with teachers. However, this critical incident also relates to Skinner’s ‘Operant Conditioning’ theory (1971), particularly the idea of negative reinforcement. By respectfully challenging the child’s motivations and actions you can successfully change that behaviour for future lessons.  

The idea of emotions playing a part in behaviour is one put forward by Cullen (2011) who criticises the behaviourist schools of learning surrounding Skinner and Pavlov. He states that they are ‘reducing humans to physical organisms with no ‘inner’ emotional and/or mental aspects’ (Cullen, 2010, p.12). Both Maslow (1943), Dreikurs (1968) and Pavlov put forward the notions of unconscious motivations that need to be satisfied and various factors that are needed to thrive. But I feel that they don’t take into consideration external factors relating to the emotional literacy and mental health of a child, in this case an adolescent. Emotional Literacy is defined by ‘Emotionally Healthy Schools’ as “…the ability to recognise, understand, handle and appropriately express emotions.” (Emotionally Healthy Schools, 2020) It can be argued that Child X does not possess the capabilities to handle and express their emotions and therefore resorts to bad language and verbal outbursts towards their peers. Across the UK and Wales in particular, mental health has been identified as a major problem for young people in compulsory education. One in ten young people will experience a mental health problem and three out of four young people fear the reaction they get when talking about said problem (Welsh Government, 2018, p.10). The role of a teacher in the development of a learner’s emotional literacy is something discussed in Carter’s (1976) ‘Assertive Discipline’ where they state that an effective practitioner cares about their success in education and has the ultimate goal of helping them, not punishing them (Carter, 2010, p.112). Daniel Goleman is a psychologist and author of ‘Emotional Intelligence’ (1996), he raises the point that educators care more about raising academic standards than the more ‘alarming deficiency’ being emotional literacy (Goleman, 1996). Goleman outlines five distinct domains for emotional intelligence; self-awareness, self-regulation, motivation, empathy, and social skills (handling relationships) (Goleman, 1996). Goleman’s description of a male who is high in emotional intelligence have “…an emotional capacity for commitment to people or causes… and for having an ethical outlook; they are sympathetic and caring in relationships.” (Goleman, 1996) This description bares a striking resemblance to one of the four purposes of the curriculum for Wales put forward by Prof. Graham Donaldson (Donaldson, 2015). Goleman clearly advocates for more of a holistic approach to educating young people, developing the whole person rather than simply a statistic in academia. This is something agreed by Moss (2015) who states that a holistic approach is needed to understand what is needed in ‘humans reaching full humanness’ (2015, p.3). Goleman also states that emotional intelligence adds ‘far more of the qualities that make us more fully human’ (Goleman, 1996). 

It can be argued that a holistic approach, which focuses on why a child behaves in the way that they do is more effective than traditional behavioural management theory, e.g., Pavlov’s classical conditioning. Carter’s (1976) work around building relationships of mutual respect and trust with students as well as looking for every opportunity to praise the pupil is perhaps far more effective. These notions combined with the Welsh government’s desire to tackle mental health problems and emotional literacy in those in compulsory education will create ‘whole’ people that are in line with Donaldson’s (2015) four purposes.


REFLECTION, EVALUATION & NEXT STEPS.

I feel that it is very important to use and understand various reflective models by theorists such as Kolb and his four-stage learning cycle (1975 & 1984) which was then built upon by Gibbs who proposed a six-stage reflective cycle (1988). This theory suggests that your practice combined with theory work in tandem in a continuous cycle. For a teacher, student or fully established, reflection upon all aspects of their practice including lessons and specific events will allow them to progress in their professional and personal development. 


When I begin my practice as an educator, I feel that it is vastly important to use my knowledge of self-reflection to push my personal professional development. My observation and subsequent analysis of the critical incident involving Child X has given me the opportunity to heavily research varying forms of behaviour management and their role in the modern teacher’s classroom. Furthermore, I am beginning to understand the role of behaviour management in relation to Donaldson’s (2015) four purposes for the Welsh curriculum. For example, using behavioural management situations like the previously mentioned critical incident involving Child X, to create ‘healthy, confident individuals who can form positive relationships based upon trust and mutual respect’. Familiarising myself with my school’s sanction and reward policy will also be hugely beneficial when making decisions around behaviour in the classroom, allowing me to draw on multiple sources to come to a decision. The concept of emotional literacy is something I’ve analysed profoundly within this text, while the concept of understanding emotional literacy in adolescents isn’t a new one as established by Goleman (1996), it is something that has been brought into the spotlight alongside mental health over the last decade. I feel that it is key for me to familiarise myself with the symptoms of mental health problems and poor emotional literacy within those aged 11-16. The use of collaboration between fellow teachers, mental health professionals and parents/guardians will allow me to understand the children’s behaviour, needs and well-being. This will hold benefits not only for the learner in question but for the rest of the whole classroom. I also am of the belief that shared knowledge and proficiency is vital in providing quality and advantageous lesson plans around a variety of AOLEs leading to a safe and constructive learning environment in line with Donaldson’s (2015) four purposes. 

There is also the concept of differentiation. This is vital for all students, but I feel that it is even more important for those who have a lower emotional intelligence, something that may manifest in behavioural issues. In the critical incident, the teacher had obviously fostered a relationship based on mutual trust prior to my observation but continues to learn and adapt their practice through every encounter. 

Brookfield believes that reflection only becomes critical when it partakes two distinct purposes. The first relates to how power influences process within education and personal interaction. The second purpose is questioning assumption that may make the lives of teachers easier but in terms of academia, work against a teacher’s best interest (Brookfield, 2017, p.ix-x). In my own practice I feel must always endeavour to understand prior things that have happened before and the responses from all parties that were involved. Reflecting upon this will only benefit me in finding an appropriate response for the future.

Through my thorough observation and evaluation of the critical incident, I have highlighted a plan with appropriate progression steps for working with students with abnormal behavioural issues and furthermore, students who exhibit low emotional intelligence/literacy. It is imperative that students have access to apt mental health services such as the Childrean and Young Persons Mental Health Services (CYPMHS), formerly known as CAMHS. Furthermore, education surrounding symptoms of mental health problems will only make young people more aware of potential problems they may face. However, my research has also shown the need for consistent levels of behaviour expectations from all students, per the work of Canter (1976) in ‘Assertive Discipline’ while also providing levels of differentiation for students to develop the domains for emotional intelligence per Goleman (1996); self-awareness, self-regulation, motivation etc.

After much reflection upon various theories surrounding behavioural management, I believe that Lee and Marlene Canter’s (1976) ‘Assertive Discipline’ being the most effective for me as I become a teacher. Specifically, the idea of having a formulated and pre-agreed set of rules that is a non-negotiable with the class. Moreover, the emphasis on celebrating success aligns with my PTE1 school’s reward policy, allowing me to further explore the theory. I also wholeheartedly support the theory’s emphasis on dealing with the primary behaviour and ‘tactically ignoring’ the secondary behaviour, while actively looking for opportunities to praise an individual. However, for it to be truly effective I believe that it must be a whole school approach. There is an argument to be made for a larger emphasis on a reward system, this could be through tangible objects or through a visible system where learners can see behaviour, thus influencing them to change behaviour.

CONCLUSION.

Throughout this assignment I have assessed key research surrounding two aspects of surrounding behavioural management and emotional literacy, both relating to the critical incident which I observed. I have looked at whether misbehaviour is motivated purely by unconscious needs as per Dreikurs (1968) or Lee and Marlene Canter’s (1976) ‘Assertive Discipline’ theory that children are going to misbehave. I have also put a distinct focus on looking at theories surrounding emotional literacy/intelligence in adolescent teens. I have learnt that while it is important to be consistent in the behavioural expectations that I set within a classroom environment I must also differentiate to accommodate the needs of students with low levels of emotional literacy and/or behavioural problems. Additionally, I have articulated an understanding of how models of reflective practice by the likes of Brookfield (2017), Gibbs (1988) and Kolb (1975 & 1984) are vital in guiding the teacher’s next steps in their personal professional development and also the next steps in the classroom.

Tripp (1993) outlines the role of a reflective practitioner in his Critical Incident model and its necessity in supporting professional learning on a continuous scale. A teacher must reflect on their practice in an effort to meet the standards that guarantee that guarantee the rights of learners as well as the role of the education system. I feel that as a student teacher, it is my responsibility to become comfortable and confident with pedagogy. I must be able to understand the need for differentiation, cross curricular themes that are moulded around the learner and an education that is within a Welsh context. This is not just a solo endeavour, I must also recognise the need for a whole school approach, effectively using the concept of collaboration in my practice alongside fellow practitioners, parents/guardaians and students.
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