Emily Holding 		0950624

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.

It is vital that teaching practitioners are open and reflective on their teaching, being able to evaluate on their teaching styles and methods. Can be critical, both positive and negative allowing them to further develop their professional learning.
 Bell and Walters(2014) believe that when evaluating, it is vital that you pay close attention to what may seem insignificant at the time but can have an adverse effect on the child’s learning. This could be known as a ‘critical incident’. A critical incident is a moment that defines the direction of a child’s learning. Despite its name, critical incident does not have to be a dramatic or unusual event to be considered worthy of an investigation.
A critical incident, as described by Flanagan, who devised the Critical Incident Technique (CIT) of research, is:
“any specifiable human activity that is sufficiently complete in itself to permit inferences and predictions to be made about the person performing the act. To be critical, the incident must occur in a situation where the purpose of intent of the act seems fairly clear to the observer and where its consequences are sufficiently definite to leave little doubt concerning it effects”
									(Flanagan1954:327)
This paper aims to discuss the study of one critical incident, of which, key focus will be given to the use of Positive Reinforcement. I will consider all theories for and against and the impact that it has upon its pupils.  

Tripp (2011) believes that reflecting on what we do is essential to be able to develop professionally. However, reflection itself is not enough unless we are critical, as it only reinforces existing patterns and tendencies. When undertaking my observation of a critical incident, I was conscious not to allow me prejudgments and opinions to affect my reflection. Having worked in a primary setting for 10 years, I choose to research Tripp and Schon in more depth and decided to use their approach to reflecting on my incident. I ensured that all information was successful and relevant. 
I decided that Tripp’s way of reflecting by using two simple steps along with Schon’s reflection- on-action and reflation-in-action were the two ways in which I was going to approach my critical incident. 
Tripp (2011) states that in order to conduct a successful critical incident methodology we must carry out two steps. First this is to identify and to use reflection to be able to give more detail. Secondly is to investigate greater detail of the situation why did it happen? This is where you use existing theory of incident to try and understand. This then allows you to develop an awareness of the underlying reasons why it happened. Then we can develop our next steps in teaching.
Schon (1930-1997, cited in Bates 2019, p. 326) believed that reflection-in-action was the most successful form of reflection, that it is essential that teachers can think on their feet in a situation and to act accordingly on instinct. He understood that reflection-on-action was important for practitioners to be able to gain insight and to seek more advice, to improve future practice. I believe during my time observing the lesson, I witnessed the class teacher using Schön’s reflection-in-action as she was able to react to an incident as it was happening in a positive way. The child in question reacted well and was able to recognise that what they were doing was not acceptable. This does not mean that reflection-on-action didn’t play a part in this as I am aware that I was observing for a very short amount of time. The teacher could have been using her experience and knowledge gained in her years of teaching in her approach to resolving the situation. However, not one method works for all children. Things like the time of day, weather, how far into the term, if they have had a good morning before coming into school will all affect the behaviour of children and how they might react to a different situation. Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological System (1979, cited in Aubrey and Riley, 2016, p.117) believes that there are several different systems that can affect a child’s life. He believed that it was vital that the school worked together with the families of the children and with wider society, this in turn would allow you as a practitioner to understand and get a full picture in order to help a child’s development.
 All observations and research undertaken for this paper have been led and conducted according to the key principles and responsibilities set out in the BERA (2018) guidelines, with particular emphasis being placed on the right of all participants to privacy and confidentiality.  For this reason, the school and all individuals involved in the observation will be referred to anonymously. As child X.
The school that I attended for my observation days has nursery, infants and Juniors. There are 429 pupils on roll, 31% free school meals, 1.9% statemented children and 17.6% on action plus.
My observation took place on a Monday morning in a year two classroom. There were 26 children of mixed ability and gender with one general classroom teaching assistant. The classroom was undertaking a transformation where display boards were being changed from colourful felt to hessian backing. This is to provide a calm environment for learning and not too stimulating. There displays around the room with useful aids to help in the children’s learning.  There was a large board displaying the classroom rules for all to see.  The first lesson of the day followed on from a 10-minute registration period.  The children made their way to their ‘smart spot’, their designated place to sit in the carpeted area.
The teacher began the lesson by having a discussion with the children regarding the work that they had been doing on their topic the previous week. This was used as time to recap, allowing the children to activate their prior knowledge before the teacher continued with a PowerPoint presentation.
The PowerPoint presentation was all about the different layers of the rain forest and facts on the animals that live in each zone. The children were being encouraged to take an active role in their learning, reading along with the teacher as they went through the slides.   The teacher was again activating the children’s prior knowledge by asking them what they remembered from the previous lesson.  The PowerPoint presentation was child friendly with large clear text which helped and encouraged the children to read certain words aloud. The colourful pictures of the animal stimulated their interest and helped to encourage the children to have an active part in their learning and keep them engaged.
I could clearly see that one child was not engaging fully in the lesson, child X.  Child X was struggling to stay still and seemed quite anxious. Child X’s ‘smart spot’ (where they sat every lesson) was directly by the teacher. It was not a coincident that child X was sitting on this spot.  Bolton (2014) believes that mindfulness is important for a teacher to be able to observe and communicate to have an insight to another child’s feelings.
It became apparent, that the teacher had made a conscious decision to place child X on this spot as she was able to support them in their work and it allowed her to encourage positive behaviour. Maslow (1943:380as cited in Reed and Canning, 2010, p.84) believed that it was essential for children to have a good health, emotional support to ensure that children would be able to reach their full potential in life.
Child X was struggling to sit still on their spot and maintain concentration and follow the classroom rules.  Consequently, when the children were being asked a question by the teacher, child X couldn’t contain their excitement in knowing the answer and proceeded to shout out across the classroom. The class teacher did not react negatively towards child X, she merely gave a subtle, discreet reminder what the class rules were on answering questions. This could only be achieved as they were sitting next to her. She was able to speak to child X without the other children being aware. 
Frederickson (2015) believed that to maximise successful performance of a child and being able to shape a child’s behaviour, the best way is through positive verbal prompts and to reward ‘successive approximations.’ In the early stages children receiving a physical reward alongside praise can help in achieving this.
Child X during this time was also fidgeting and playing with the material on the teachers chair and picking a cut on his arm. He was struggling to keep his hands still. Most of the children in the class kept their hands on their laps like the teacher had instructed. Bandura supported the idea that children observing other behaviours in the classroom does not lead to a change in their behaviour. He suggested that using positive motivation is vital to the development and learning of children. (1977, as cited in Gray and Macblain 2015, p.114)
The teacher proceeded to praise the other pupils for following the classroom rules when answering questions by raising their hands. Even though child X continued to shout out answers, the teacher just placed her hand on their head gently, enough for them to know that they had been heard and to settle down. As the teacher continued to ask questions, child X put their hand up. Child X was praised on answering the question correctly and for raising their hand like everyone else. You could see the joy in the child’s face when they had positive praise. This is closely linked to Skinner (cited in Gray and Macblain, 2015, p.56) theory who agreed with Thorndike that children are active learners who’s behaviour is shaped by rewards. 
Child X’s critical incident is closely linked to one of the Four Purposes, Healthy, Confident Individuals. The teacher had formed a positive relationship with child X, they gained mutual respect based upon trust. I believe that this was achieved as all the children, including child X had a clear outline of what behaviour was expected of them in the classroom. Skinner believed that it was important that the teacher had made clear to the children what behaviour they expect, as it is much more effective to reinforce the accepted behaviour. As positive reinforcement is far more effective than negative. (Cited in Aubrey and Riley 2016, p.67) 
Child X was given every opportunity to build on his mental and emotional wellbeing by gaining confidence and resilience as his opinion was valued by the class teacher, she was able to show this by speaking to the child directly recognising that they had the correct answer but still needed to abide by the class rules of not shouting out. When child X  responded by raising his had he received praise.
This is closely linked to Health and Wellbeing, one of the Areas of Learning and Experience (AOLE) by Donaldson (2015), who believed that children need to be able to have social and emotional wellbeing in order to engage successfully in their education. Donaldson also believed that the AOLE would allow children to build on their knowledge and skills.  AOLE will enable children to form positive and appropriate relationships that will help them deal and react appropriately to difficult issues. This is backed by Skinner’s theory that reinforcement that is positive, strengthens the behaviour of the child (cited in Macblain, 2014, p.36) 
The class teacher was well equipped to be able to face and overcome challenges with child X during this session. Armstrong and Squires (2012) believed that teachers developing positive relationships with children provides a foundation for all good learning experience. They believe that the quality of the child’s learning is closely related to the strength of the relationship between the teachers. It is imperative that time is set aside to ensure that strong relationships are formed and maintained with all pupils.
Donaldson (2015) believes that the curriculum will allow the teaches to be assessed on the contribution to children’s learning and look at the goals set for the children development. Avoiding the measures that use to focus on the teacher’s professionalism. I believe that this approach will be beneficial to child X as he will have his own goals within education that are achievable for him and will best suit his needs, he will be seen as an individual and not an age, not expected to conform in a certain way. Every child has different strengths and develop differently, it is encouraging to see that the curriculum now supports this in the four areas of learning.																							
The critical incident focused on Skinner’s theory of Operant Conditioning and the use of positive reinforcement. Skinner believed that behaviour could be changed and moulded using positive reinforcement and rewards. The behaviour of the child X is being strengthened as a result or positive reinforcement. He believed that children’s behaviour can easily be controlled by the consequences of their actions.
Skinner took the ideas of Pavlov, Thorndike and Watson’s behaviourism theories much further. He developed Operant Conditioning, which is much more relevant within education WHY. He did not agree with Classical Conditioning, he believed learning is an active process, and that the learner not the object triggers a change in behaviour. Skinner believes that children learn the associations towards negative and positive reinforcement for them to make the correct choice. ( cited in Macblain, 2014, p.37) Even though Skinners theory of Operant Condition was well thought of in the 19th century it is important to remember that things do change over time and that the theory might need adjusting to modern day teaching. 
Warneken and Tomasello (2008) decided to set up an experiment where an adult would drop a pen on the floor and see if a 20 month old child would help to pick up the pen. In group A, the children had praise in the form of having a small reward every time they retrieved the pen. Group B had a verbal reward such as, thank you, whereas group C had nothing. The findings of the experiment showed that when this was repeated at a later stage only the children in group B and C offered to help. (cited in Gray and Macblain, 2015, p.59)  
Warneken and Tomasello(2008) concluded that rewards should on be used for a limited period of time until the children have learnt what is expected of them. They believed if reward is used too many times that it no longer becomes essential to that child.
Warneken and Tomasello (2008) does conflict with Skinners theory of Operant Conditioning as he believed that positive reinforcement would work as a way of keeping children to act accordingly. But even Skinner believed that practitioners should use positive reinforcement with caution and that it should not be overused, or it would no longer hold value to that child.
Skinner believed that teachers have become a custom to applying such a system in the classroom, it eliminates behaviour that is not deemed acceptable through rewarding positive behaviour. In most cases children will want to follow the rules of the classroom to get praise or a reward from their teacher. (Cited in  Aubrey and Riley, 2016, p. 67.)

Through Skinner’s experiments with animals, he was able to identify four reinforcement schedules, which showed that the best outcome in behaviour was linked to one of the four schedules intermittent/variable reinforcements. The child would receive praise/reward in no set pattern, and this had the most positive effect on the child. Other patterns of praise or rewards were useful, however did not have a long-lasting effect on behaviour. ( as cited in Gray and Macblain, 2015, P.57) 
Bronfenbrenner (1917-2005) believed that Early Years Practitioners need to have the ability to think ahead and to see children as unique individuals who are at the beginning stages of the rest of their lives. (as cited in Gray and Macblain, 2015, p.121)
Bronfenbrenner’s theory is closely linked to the new curriculum in the vision that we are preparing children for their future and that their education needs to be meaningful to them. Healthy confident Individuals is one of Donaldson four purposes, which states ‘children should have the skills and knowledge to manage everyday life as independently as they can’.
Donaldson (2015) believed that children should be ready to lead fulfilling lives as valued members of society. 
On reflection, I found that Skinner’s theory of positive reinforcement was crucial to child X’s learning and the development of the other children in the class. Armstrong and Squires(2012) agreed that strong positive relationships is the foundation for their learning for the pupils, it is important that teachers build on this. This is motivated by the intrinsic value of working with the children, teachers have invested in the children’s development.The way in which the class teacher approached child X’s behaviour was of minimal disruption to everyone in the class.
I am aware that my observation was over a short period of time. It was the start of a new term where the children were settling into their new classroom environment and new routines. Therefor my findings can only be taken at face value and do not show the full picture. QUOTE bronfenbrenners
I was informed that the school follows a reward system in every classroom.  I believe that this system may not be appropriate for child X as it is difficult to achievable. The current reward system for positive behaviour is that if you collect 10 pinecones which are exchanged for a dark green leaf.  For every following 10 pinecones that are collected, they are exchanged for an orange leaf, light green leaf, red and then gold.  When all coloured leaves are collected, the child is given a certificate by the Headmaster. Armstrong and Gill, (2011) believe that the involvement of pupils taking responsibility for their actions, and the use of positive rewards with feedback and clear expectations will enable children to  focus on their achievement and good behaviour.
On reflection, in going forward, I believe it might be beneficial for child X to have their own reward system so that they have goals to work towards. Child X has a full understanding of what is expected of them and is already building a positive relationship within their learning environment. After further discussion with the class teacher, it came to light that child X was diagnosed with ADHD (Attention-deficit hyperactivity disorder). Armstrong (2012) believes that it is vital for a child with ADHD to form positive relationships with their teachers, to set achievable targets and goals for the child and to illuminate repetitive reminders, such as ‘stop that’ or ‘that’s enough’ which is not beneficial to the child and their development.
I have been able to witness first hand how important it is to form a relationship with all the children in the class. I believe that this allows you to have more of an impact on their development. Knowing the children lets you have an insight to what might be going on in the background which could influence their learning, this would then allow you to seek further ways in which best to support the child’s development. Bonfonbrenna QUOTE
I am aware that not everybody may agree with the use of positive reinforcement within the classroom, but I was able to witness first-hand how effective it can be if used correctly in an learning environment. Causing minimal disruption to the other pupils, allowing child X not to feel ashamed and to have time to reflect on their actions and to be able to make better choices in the future. Donaldson (2015) recognised that  some learners may require more support, more examples, more practice, it remains important that, wherever possible, they take responsibility for their own learning and set themselves ambitious goals. This is definitely one approach that I will use going forward in my teaching career and  see how well children react to it or not.
The curriculum for Wales has changed over the last few years and it is now mandatory for all schools to start planning to the ‘new curriculum’. The four purposes, ethically informed citizens, healthy, confident Individuals, enterprising, creative contributors and ambitious capable learners are the heart of the new curriculum Donaldson (2015). The incident that I observed related to healthy, confident individual and the AOLE health and wellbeing. 
Children’s health and wellbeing was of upmost importance ensuring that the childrens needs were met and dealt with in a positive manner. It is just as important to understand different learners needs whether these are factors affecting them by their background such as home life and emotional needs right through to things such as interests or personal triggers. I believe it is detrimental to a childs development that they are listened to and their individual needs are met. Donaldson (2015) recognises that children all come to school with different interests, experiences and aspirations. This in turn means that they will not all learn in one way. He believed that a ‘one-size-fits-all’ approach to learning will not help every child to develop as the needs to each individual learner is broad. Caution needs to be taken not to isolate children into certain groups.
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