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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.

[bookmark: _GoBack]A critical incident is the assessment of a significant climacteric within the education process (Tripp, 2011, Pg. 9).  Usually these incidents translate as ‘typical’ other than ‘critical’ initially, their exploration and analysis defines them as critical incidents (Tripp, 2011, Pg. 25). By focusing on the individual instance, we, as self-identified practitioners, proffer the information and its importance. Based on our own experiences, we pass judgements and create ideals in order to offer a step towards growth, as best as we can. Not only do we help others to develop, we are able to utilise the incident witnessed as a barrier in order to learn something new about our method of teaching. Joining the intentions of a lesson with what is actually going on in our classrooms. (Joshi, 2018, P84). 
Through exploring my critical incident, I intend to look further at feedback and its effects within a classroom, along with a child’s confidence and the impact these things have based on external circumstances.  Taking a particular look at the ineffectiveness of praise related feedback, ‘it contains such little learning related information’ this is linked to low levels of self-esteem, exploring how ‘low-threat conditions allow attention to be paid to the feedback.’ (Hattie & Timperley, 2007, pg. 86). Also delving into the need for creativity and meeting a child’s basic needs. In order to pick apart such incident, and from that analysis, take a new understanding and expression for developing change. 

My observations took place in a bilingual comprehensive school in Wales. The school educates in excess of 1400 pupils who are all of mixed ability, aged 11-18.  Pupils are from a large range of religion, ethnicity, and economic background. Their level of Free School Meals (FSM) is 16%, compared to the national average of FSM of 17.7%. 8% of the students have Special Educational Needs (SEN) statements and 23% have SEN. These figures are both higher than the average nationally at 8% and 19.2% respectively. 2% speak English as an additional language (EAL), (Report for School X).
The critical incident took place in a Year 9 Health and Wellbeing class of approximately 25 mixed ability students. Although this school is not a pioneering school for the new curriculum based on Donaldson’s report ‘Successful Futures’(2015), coming into Wales 2020, It is starting to teach years 7 to 9 a mix of the Areas of Learning and Experiences (AoLE).
Based on British Educational Research Association’s (BERA) Ethical Guidelines report (2018, Pg. 21), I shall be anonymising the information for the safety of the participants in this case study. To maintain the safety of both the school and its pupils, I shall refer to both as ‘X’ in attempt to keep this report professional.
It is important to remain aware that the author was the sole observer of the critical incident; therefore, the author’s understanding and following analysis is limited, due to the nature of involvement.

The data collected is just as important as the method in which it was done. There are many different approaches to this which I will explain with pros and cons, and continue to state my choice with a rationale.
Shadowing a pupil trail around school allows for the observer to see a snippet of the day through the eyes of a student; following from lesson to lesson provides ample opportunity to see how a subject interacts socially with others, both peers and teaching staff. This provides a context for how they interact, a baseline, and the identification of incidents which are critical, especially when so many can occur in such a short space of time. A pupil trail is just one method of Participant Observation: an advantage being the possibility to get closer to the action and ability to gain deeper knowledge and understanding of what is being observed. Bailey explains that this method gives opportunities to assess non- verbal behaviour that methods such as questionnaires and other data collecting methods cannot provide (Cohen et al., 2011, pg. 490).
The downfall of this method, however, is the potential to form own bias (Kumar, 2019, pg. 158). Something practitioners ought to avoid, but with the ever-growing empathetic mind, sometimes this cannot be helped. It is expressed as The Halo Effect (Thorndike, 1920), a psychological tendency that explores the positive, but can also be a negative, view we have upon people, based on one singular attribute (Grcic, 2008, pg. 2).
Sitting in the background of an observed class is part of a non- participant approach (Kumar, 2019, pg. 174). When practicing this method, it is important to consider that people may act differently when they know they are being watched, commonly referred to as the Hawthorne effect (Oswald et al., 2014, pg. 53) Potentially, both teaching and learning engagement could be affected, as the typical conditions of the environment have been altered by the presence of an unfamiliar person. Along with a strong disadvantage to this approach being the potential of what can be missed or moulded due to the observer’s presence (Kumar, 2019, pg. 158).
After the choice of method, and the narrowing into a critical incident, it is of extreme importance to remember to separate the incident from the rest and explore as if it were a singular instance (Tripp & Kumar).  With focus on ‘exploring and understanding, not confirming and quantifying’ (Kumar, 2019, pg. 155). A Sociogram is a method to track interpersonal relationships and how the subjects interact with each other (Leung & Silberling, 2006, pg. 58). The decision to disregard Sociogram as a method of observation for this task was a simple one, I wanted the critical incident to happen organically, with as little disruption as possible. Asking pupil’s questions will be detrimental to the aesthetic of my critical incident. A similar conclusion was made in regards to questioning, interviewing, focus groups and the facilitated conversation. Although helpful techniques, in this instance would be too disruptive. 
Whilst following a pupil trail and taking a step back into non-participant observing, I completed unstructured notes, which upon reflection, were later translated into field notes.  A form based on Fletcher-Wood’s tick list for observations. This was created with the focus being on a teacher’s improvement of their practice (Fletcher-Wood, 2016, pg. 126). These notes were then further developed with a sole focus on the critical incident, whilst using the ARC model created by Cox, Notes made were used as a reflective model, in order to articulate observed practices in a way that would allow the author to see clearly the critical incident, and pick it apart.

During the lesson, after the teacher had completed her starter and set the task for the students, she began circulating the room. Student ‘X’ got out of her seat and walked towards the teacher holding out her work book. She did not say anything. The teacher glanced down at her work and said ‘Oh, that’s lovely’ and the student, who seemed to be satisfied, returned to her seat.
In ‘Successful Futures’ (2015), Donaldson discusses four purposes which are forming the basis of the new curriculum in Wales, the Areas of Learning and Experiences (AoLE) allow pupils to access subject matter and skills cross-curricularly and in turn, ensure success in meeting the four purposes.
‘Enterprising, creative contributors – who are ready to play a full part in life and work’ (Donaldson, 2015).

The importance of creativity is presented strongly throughout the new curriculum, 
Csikszentmihalyi explains that if a child gets complimentary comments about their work in a particular lesson, more so than their peers, they are more likely going to develop an interest in that subject (1996, pg. 159). This goes hand in hand with Bandura who expresses that seeing others succeed, makes us want to do well ourselves (1977, pg. 117). Highlighting the importance of complimentary praise, especially in a lesson covering a topic such as Health and Wellbeing, one of Donaldson’s AoLEs. Taking students a step further in developing themselves as human beings but also becoming ‘informed citizens’ and ‘healthy’ in direct link with two more of the four purposes (Donaldson, 2015). Csikszentmihalyi develops these ideas further, and explains how doing well in a subject alone is not enough, but is completely necessary in the foundations for developing a career later in life (Csikszentmihalyi ,1996, pg. 178). This highlights the importance of blended subjects and praise, and allows students to reach their full potential. 
Student ‘X’ showing her work, provides evidence that she is making a contribution, by sharing her creative ideas and interpretation of the work set. The teacher’s comment could have been in reference to how the work was presented. This being the case, the student was not praised on her capability to engage with the task, more so on the way she presented it.  
‘Ambitious, capable learners – who are ready to learn throughout their lives’
(Donaldson, 2015)

This purpose requires showing a level of efficiency as well as willingness to learn. Student ‘X’ is clearly ready to learn, but within this incident, not having seen the work she presented does not indicate her capability but more of a willingness and readiness to want to do well. Confidence knocks ambition and your drive to want to do things (Judge & Kammeyer-Mueller, 2012, pg. 762). Was student ‘X’ simply not confident in her work, and needed to show it in order to build her self-esteem?  The teacher’s comment does not move the student on in her task, nor does it provide strategies for improvement; the comment is fit for the purpose of confidence building, Explaining how great the work produced is. Black and Wiliam, being a huge influence in the world of Assessment For Learning (AFL) would disagree with this practice as they believe positive feedback should allow a student to think (2003, pg. 9).

Adler (1956) heavily researched the importance of social context for individuals, highlighting key features of this, such as the need for belonging and feeling inferior (Rogers, 2017, pg. 3). This was later reinforced, and expanded upon by Dreikurs (1968, pg. 84) researching how children identify and process ‘Logical consequences.’ Dreikurs’ model proposed four main basic needs of a child: the need to display power; be revengeful; show insufficiency, sometimes referred to as ‘avoiding failure’; and the need for attention. Dreikurs goes on to explain that the sole motivation behind behavioural issues are these needs not being met. Once one of the basic needs are addressed, the other needs do not manifest. This approach has a strong focus on allowing the pupils to see the consequences for their own behaviour, and take ownership of such behaviour (Dreikurs, 1968, pg. 83). This further relates to Donaldson’s purposes, proposed in ‘Successful Futures’ (2015) – ‘Creating ethical and informed citizens’. It is possible that when the student ‘X’ approached the teacher in my identified critical incident, she did not seek approval of her work specifically, but instead general attention from the teacher. Therefore, she was satisfied with a short comment in response. If the teacher did not meet student ‘X’s’ crave for attention, then according to Dreikurs, another basic need could have manifested. This has potential to lead into behavioural issues, or disruption within the class.  
Contrastingly, the pupil may have been genuinely seeking the approval of her work, rather than general attention. Therefore, it is important to ask how much value did the teacher’s comment have? Whilst positive, it is very superficial and offers no constructive use. Although this complimentary response according to Dreikurs, settles the students need for attention, it provides no feedback or opportunity to self-improvement. Black and Wiliam support this, exploring how praise should be given to the child for their effort, not their work or them as a whole. Instead, learning-centred feedback should be provided, allowing the student to progress (2001, pg.  6). ‘Around half of teaching does not take sufficient account of individual learning needs’ (Report for school X), although this could describe the incident, it also might just be a case of a student flying under the radar. As a standalone instance, there would be no way of the author knowing.
 According to Matheson and Shriver (2005), praise is useful in classrooms and can be used to help student achievement in work grow and create powerful and positive relationships between student and teacher (Al-Ghamdi, 2017, pg. 40). In behaviourist approaches, students require reward and reinforcement for learning (Kosinski & Zaczek-Chrzanowska, 2007, pg. 137), the reward, for example, could be a complimentary comment. Although praise clearly has a place where it belongs, ‘do not confuse praise with the process of providing feedback’ (Hattie & Yates, 2014, pg. 70). ‘A minority of comments are generally supportive rather than giving clear guidance to pupils on how to improve their work’ (School X Report). This being a criticism from the latest school report. If we look at this from an AFL approach, Wiliam explains that ego-involving feedback, feedback in reference to the child and how well they are doing, is rarely effective. However he goes on to say that feedback provided with strategy on how to improve is extremely helpful; when a child receives a piece of feedback, they should think and not emotionally react (Wiliam, 2016, Link Provided). From this we could provide the student an opportunity of expression in regards to their work, whilst allowing them to develop this further. Bridging the gap between teaching and learning.
Black and William agree with Hattie and Yates, stressing the idea of praise being a deterrent from the task in hand and more onto a student’s individual self-worth and esteem (1998, pg. 49). 
Being able to see evidence of success is so rewarding to the individual, however most people suffer due to telling themselves something is not possible. Success is the overcoming of an obstacle; sometimes this can be mentally, a switch from negative thinking into positive (Holt & Fromme, 1964, pg. 40). Dweck (2013, pg. 114) also describes this as ‘Contingent Self-Worth’; feeling good about one’s self upon success and worthless upon failure. Success and confidence go hand in hand; ‘confidence is a panacea’ (Csikszentmihalyi, 1996, pg. 51). In order to succeed, the pupil requires a level of confidence in their own ability to learn, not confidence in how smart they are Csikszentmihalyi, 1996, pg. 51). Therefore, comments of praise that do not make direct reference to the child’s development in a subject but more so on how ‘lovely’ something is, does not feed into the student’s personal self-worth. Carl Rodgers explores Contingent Self-Worth further and concludes that parents sometimes make children feel unworthy of respect and love if they fail to meet expectations of how to behave (Dweck, 2013, pg. 115). Furthermore, if lower expectations are placed onto children by teachers, or peers, then the child’s performance deteriorates. If, for example, the child is constantly told that they are not good enough, according to the Golem effect, this could have a detrimental effect on their interaction with others and academic performance. (Rowe & O’Brien, 2002, pg. 615). This negative impact has potential to come from not just peers but teachers as well, ‘Children in school are at least as afraid of the mockery and contempt of their peer group as they are of the teacher’ (Holt, 1964, pg. 35). Although this is not always the case, it is important to bare this in mind, as it has the potential to effect the child’s interaction.
In addition, do the external circumstances have an effect on the child’s involvement in school? Vygotsky expresses the need to analyse a pupils social situation in order to visualise the effects this has on their interaction and involvement (Rubtsova &Daniels, 2016, pg. 195).There is a 6% chance that she could be an ALN/EAL/SEN student, or from a heavily deprived social background – these could all be factors in the student’s school life, and have a positive or negative effect on her ability.   If we take a look at Vygotsky’s Zone Of Proximal Development, discussing social development exceeding what is to be expected from just one person, with the help of peers and adult guidance (Fani & Ghaemi, 2011, pg. 1150). This practice highlights the importance of a teacher within a classroom, expressing that through the use of linguistics, a child can take what they know already and due to the more knowledgeable other, develop these ideas further. Bridging the gap between what a child knows already into what they do not know yet, with this assistance of others. Mercer agrees that what a child can gain through language, doesn’t compare to other method of learning(1964, pg. 4).If an outside factor is holding a child back in their interaction, this could potentially mean that the child stays within the zone of knowledge they already know, without the ability to move forward. 

Csikszentmihalyi (1996, pg. 308), when looking at releasing our full potential, explores not seeing our own achievements; because that specific success was not set as our goal, we fail to see it. This highlights the importance of goal setting within a classroom, sharing success criteria, and having learning objectives visible. If student ‘X’ has not set personal high achievement goals, the work being displayed to her teacher non verbally potentially means that she could not feel like her work was adequate enough.  If the student does not feel she has mastered the material in question, she could begin to doubt her ability and in turn, this could knock her confidence. Thus providing opportunity for the student to feel failure, potentially manifesting Dreikurs’ Model of Attention. 

The lesson in which my critical incident occurred, as a whole was productive and as an observer, I feel that general topic understanding went well. Importantly, the learners were involved and interested in the lesson and its set tasks within a comfortable learning environment, 
Mercer explains the importance of dialogue within a classroom, and the importance of students conversing in order to expand their knowledge (2002, Pg. 2). I feel like working upon this and giving pupils opportunities to use language to express themselves and explore new ideas is positive. There are many AFL techniques that could be implemented within this classroom than would allow for expression but also opportunities to give and receive feedback.
I think the teacher’s comment is great for short term, it settles the need for attention and fills the child with pride in her work and ability. However, this could be followed up with a well-rounded comment in the direction of improvement. I do not believe that everything said to a child should be helping them to move forward, otherwise set goals would never feel within reach. But empty praise when a child is asking for feedback is not beneficial for either student or teacher. We do not want to run the risk of judging students based on Thorndike’s Halo Effect, ‘The fallacy is in thinking that by measuring someone’s present skills, you’ve measured their potential’ (Dweck, 2000, pg. 59). What is the point of taking exams if we have predicted grades? This critical incident to me, boils down to a student asking, nonverbally, for feedback that she just is not getting. The school’s last report explained that there is an inconsistency in regards to assessment of its pupils, both in impact and quality. Although as an observer I am not in a position to comment on this practice, I feel that steps towards improvement of this criticism is AFL learning techniques. High expectations and setting goals are of huge importance along with knowing what the aim is for each lesson and steps towards getting there successfully. These AFL strategies could be useful in allowing the student to receive feedback on their work, in conjunction with a healthy amount of praise to move them forward and keep spirits high. Three stars and a wish is a valuable way of formative feedback, providing the opportunity for recognition, alongside criteria for success. Hattie (2012, pg. 108) this technique supports the use of formative feedback during a lesson, explaining how students get bored and do not want to find out if they were working in the right direction from feedback once the lesson has ended.
I feel that it is safe to say that we want to steer away from a demoralising culture, where students get things wrong and do not receive praise and in turn, feel useless. Competition in learning should not be the focus as all. In my opinion, others should work together and not against,There is a need for peer assessment in the classroom, so learning is not happening just from the teacher, obviously a model of feedback would have to be scaffolded by the teacher in order for the pupils to be able to see how it is done. Sometimes hearing from our peers provides new ways to view our own work.
In this environment, a learning journal has potential to benefit the students. If the student feels like they have a place to document their progress in lessons, learning objectives, and targets, it promotes ownership of learning; the students realise that their learning is for them and therefore they take responsibility. Not completing tasks because their teachers have asked them to but because they want to learn and see their own progress in that. This technique teaches students to self-evaluate which is an important skill not just in the classroom but also in life, promoting Donaldson’s purposes.
The use of a Traffic light system can work as a plenary activity or during the lesson to let the students share their understanding, from green being good, amber being ok and red not understanding and needing some work. With this technique, we do run the risk of students not being completely honest during the lesson as they do not want to have the interaction with the teacher. However, if for example student ‘X’ in the critical incident had been presented with an opportunity to express how she is getting on in the task, during her progress, the incident might not have taken place at all. 

Whilst picking apart this experience, for my own practice going forward I will attempt to implement formative assessment within the classroom. I think it’s extremely important to understand the basic needs of a child, and to be aware of the many factors impacting a child day to day. Also remember that the answer for what is right changes by definition with the times. What was once best practice has potential to be outdated.
The role of a teacher is much greater than just what goes on in the classroom, teaching, learning, management of behaviour, it expands deeper into the safeguarding of a child, being a role model, it concerns the entire wellbeing and cognitive processes of a child. This is an incredible responsibility and one that is completely unacceptable to assume those responsible for this can get it right 100% of the time. With the help from the likes of Wiliam and Black, AFL techniques can help spot issues before they arise in our classrooms, and allow students to work together with peers and teachers alike and take ownership and responsibility in the solution but more importantly the prevention. 
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