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[bookmark: _GoBack]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
Critical incidents provide a useful insight into teaching and practice. Generally, a critical incident is considered to be a routine occurrence, which can be looked at from an analytical angle. Doing so encourages teachers to be reflective of their own teaching, and remain innovative throughout their careers. This ensures that a high standard of teaching and learning is maintained at all times. It is important to maintain high standards of teaching not only for the benefit of the learner, but also for the teachers’ own professional development. 
This essay will concentrate on a specific critical incident witnessed in a structured case study. Throughout, there will be a focus on the relevance of the incident in relation to teaching and professional development. Furthermore, the critical incident will be discussed in relation to the four purposes of curriculum 2022 and links to established theories will be considered. 
Observation
The observation which led to the identification of a critical incident was conducted at a large community primary school. The class in which the observation was conducted was a year one class, meaning the age of the children was between five and six. There was one class teacher delivering the lesson, and a group of approximately fifteen to twenty learners in the room. There were also at least two additional members of staff in the room. The lesson observed was a Literacy and Personal and Social Development (PSD) lesson. The lesson was structured around the topic of superheroes. The lesson took place prior to the COVID-19 pandemic (the observation took place later through a video of the lesson), and so the ramifications of that do not apply to this observation. It was a mixed ability class, and at the time the critical incident occurred, the children were sat on the carpet in front of the teacher. The critical incident does not relate to a specific learner but rather the group as a whole. However, it is important to note that the school and all students and staff involved in the observation will have complete anonymity in line with the Ethical Guidelines for Research in Education (BERA, 2018). 
Methodology
The method of research chosen for this study is a case study using structured observation, and the observer is a non-participant. The choice was appropriate for several reasons. Firstly, it is qualitative data that is being collected. This means that it is based on collecting non-numerical information. Qualitative data is rich in information and often enables the researcher to establish cause and effect. The issues with choosing to use qualitative data, especially through an observation, include that the researcher may be susceptible to biases. Observer bias is a commonly cited weakness of research by way of a case study (Nisbet and Watt’s, 1984, as cited in Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2013). Observer bias refers to assumptions the researcher may make after witnessing an incident. It can be affected by a variety of different factors including preconceptions regarding how or why an incident will occur, or even their social or educational background. Related to this is the fact that case studies, especially based on observations, can be difficult to cross check. This means that whatever notes are recorded about the observation cannot be verified and must be taken at face value. Critics may say that this makes the data less reliable, especially when trying to apply the findings to a wider population. In order for research to have an impact, it usually needs to be extensive enough that it can be applied to a bigger population. The results of a case study conducted on a small group or an individual, in a specific environment, are much harder to generalise. Confounding variables will likely have an impact, and make it difficult to establish whether an incident has occurred because of one thing or another. For example, children or teacher’s physical, social, and emotional disposition could have a huge influence on whether or not a critical incident will occur or not. 
The strengths of case studies are also important to consider. Case studies provide real-life observations, in turn providing pure, rich data to work with. This is in comparison to lab-based studies that are controlled and manipulated by the researcher. These sorts of studies are not as likely to be applicable to real life as they occur in such a controlled manner. Furthermore, case studies enable a truly thorough investigation of a subject or environment. In light of was has been discussed, a case study is appropriate as it will allow a quality observation of a natural classroom situation. 
The decision to be a non-participant is based on the fact that it is supposed to be an observation of a natural classroom environment, rather than an interview or similar. Researcher participation in classroom activities would raise issues of disturbing the usual happenings in the classroom as well as unconsciously manipulating how events occur. The decision to use a structured observation ensures that the observer can go into the classroom understanding what details they need to focus on. As an example, in the documents used in observations (see appendices A, C, E, G) there are boxes to note down the ways in which the teacher is assessing the learning and making clear the purpose of the lesson. Consideration of these details during the observation will enable the observer to collect detailed notes to reflect upon later.
The purpose of this research is to identify a critical incident in a classroom environment (see appendices B, D, F, H), and discuss it analytically whilst considering next steps. It is easy to see the term ‘critical incident’ and expect to observe a dramatic, tense display that has a substantial effect on the classroom. However, it is actually the opposite. Tripp (2012) suggests that regular occurrences that would usually be ignored should actually be paid attention to. Consideration of these incidents can inform teaching practice and improve standards of learning. 
Four Purposes
The critical incident which will be discussed here relates to a teacher’s use of a formative assessment technique. The teacher informed the children that it was time to ‘Think, Pair, Share’. This is a process in which the children first think about their ideas or opinions, then discuss them in pairs, and then share with the class. After asking the learners to discuss their ideas with the person next to them, the teacher produced a jar of lollipop sticks containing one stick per child, with their name written on the end. The teacher randomly chose a stick and the chosen child was asked to share their ideas with the class. This is a method quite commonly used by teachers for several reasons. Firstly, as aforementioned, it enables the teacher to conduct brief formative assessment. By randomly choosing a child to answer, the teacher can assess understanding and progress among a range of children instead of only those willing to volunteer their voices. It is a quick and reliable way for the teacher to gage how to proceed. Furthermore, some teachers like to use this method because it gives the quieter class members the chance to speak, and the more vocal learners begin to understand that it is important to listen and value the opinions of others. This is where the critical incident links to the four purposes of the curriculum.
The first purpose outlined by Donaldson in Successful Futures (Donaldson, 2015) is to create ambitious, capable learners. Further expansion identifies that children should be capable of explaining the ‘ideas and concepts they are learning about’ as well as being open to challenges. By using the lollipop method or similar (such as a computerised random name generator) this encourages the children not just understand the content, but to think about how they would explain their ideas vocally. Often quieter children do not orally discuss the content, and may not be prompted outside of school to expand or explain what they have been learning about. Therefore the use of lollipop sticks to choose who will share could encourage children to become capable learners from a young age.
The second purpose discussed is for learners to be enterprising, creative contributors. The key term to unpick here is ‘contributors’. As mentioned already, the lollipop method encourages children to contribute. It teaches children that their opinions matter and should be heard. The second purpose also identifies that children should be learning to ‘play different roles in a team effectively’. Using a method like the lollipop sticks will teach more vocal children that their voice is important, but the voice of their peers is equally important. This also links to the third purpose, to create ethically, informed citizens. The purpose notes that children should ‘respect the needs and rights of others’. Encouraging collaborative relationships with peers is extremely important in order for learners to give back to their community as adults.  
The final purpose refers to making learners that are healthy, confident individuals. The information about this purpose mentions learners having the ‘confidence to participate’, and ‘developing confidence, resilience and empathy’. By using the lollipop stick method, learners will be encouraged to speak with conviction whilst respecting the contribution by their peers. 
It is clear that the observed critical incident has several links to the four purposes, and can be considered to effectively contribute to development of several of the skills the curriculum intends to develop.
Literature Review
Behaviourism is a theory of learning which is undoubtedly used in classrooms all over the world. It gained popularity in the early twentieth century with Pavlov’s theory of classical conditioning. Pavlov claimed that humans learn through a process of responding to a stimulus, and beginning to associate the stimulus with a response (Wilson, 2018). A basic example would be hearing the music of an ice cream van (conditioned stimulus), and then feeling a craving or excitement for ice cream (conditioned response). 
In consideration of the critical incident, it could be suggested that the use of the lollipop sticks to generate classroom discussion could lead to a sequence of conditioning. Initially, through repeated use of the method, children would eventually begin to associate the lollipop sticks with whatever emotion it elevates. For some children the emotion would be excitement at the prospect of having the opportunity to speak. For others, the emotion would be a nervous dread at the prospect of possibly being called upon to speak. Through the process of classical conditioning, the presentation of the lollipop sticks in a lesson will, reliably, produce the same emotion in the children. Realistically this is not a positive outcome, because often the purpose of using the sticks is to increase children’s confidence in verbalising their thoughts. It is very difficult to break the cycle of conditioning and so overcoming some children’s negative feelings towards the method would be challenging indeed. In contrast to the negatives, a positive of the process should also be considered. Perhaps if the children know that the lollipop sticks might be brought out at some point in the lesson, children may make more of an effort to focus and consider the content in case they are called upon.
Skinner later developed the behaviourist theory and claimed that children learnt through operant conditioning. This refers to the idea that using reward and punishment will condition a child to behave a certain way. In terms of education, this can be seen in the way students are taught that specific actions will produce a specific result. An example could be children that are chastised for making mistakes will be much less likely to make the same mistake again. Similarly, if a child is praised for a behaviour such as using good manners, the child will feel encouraged to repeat this behaviour. Coşkun (2019) conducted an observational study in which the participants involved were children aged between six and ten years. The results suggested that younger children tended to lean more towards classical conditioning to guide learning and behaviour, whereas older children aged between nine and ten showed a preference for operant conditioning. This study observed ninety eight children, all of varying ages, which suggests it does have some validity. However, it is important to consider cross-cultural differences as well as the accounting for individual differences between children. This is one popular criticism of behaviourism as a theory of learning. Humans are complicated and it is virtually impossible to simplify learning in a categorical way. Individual differences account for a large variation in behaviour and learning. 
For a long time behaviourism was the foundations of teaching, which accounts partly for why harsh punishments have been used in the past. However, in more recent years the theory has more negative connotations attached to it (Saari, 2019) and educators generally intend to steer away from it. However, as mentioned before, Behaviourism is definitely part of classroom culture. 
Counter to behaviourism, is the more recent constructivist theory. Constructivism is a theory of learning which suggests that learning is a building process, in which children rely on prior knowledge. Piaget, a very famous figure in psychology, was working on development of the IQ test when he began to consider cognitive development. Piaget proposed that children learn in distinct stages, and that their interaction with the environment plays a big part in their development (Sharath et al., 2014). Piaget believed that the different stages are linear, in that they do not interact, and a child cannot move on to the next stage before being properly ready. This is where a teacher plays an important part in a classroom based on Piaget’s theory. By using formative assessment strategies, a teacher can assess whether a child is ready to move on, possibly in terms of the level of challenge in their work. The use of the lollipop stick method in the critical incident has a place in Piaget’s theory of learning, if the strategy is being used as assessment for learning. Piaget’s work was very influential at the time it emerged, however it has also faced a breadth of criticism. One well noted criticism is that Piaget’s evidence was largely based on observations of his own children. This suggests that Piaget’s work does not have population validity, meaning that it would not be applicable to a wider population. 
Despite both being constructivists, Vygotsky disagreed with Piaget on several points. Vygotsky was a psychologist with two established theories regarding how children learn. The first is the ‘more knowledgeable other’, and the second is the ‘zone of proximal development’ (Newman, 2018). The zone of proximal development refers to the gap between the learner’s current ability level, and the next closest developmental step (Eun, 2019). Vygotsky implied that with guidance from a more knowledgeable other, a learner can internalise information and move forward at a much quicker pace than when left alone. In this sense, it could be argued that it is a collaboration between a teacher and pupil in order to further development. In the context of the critical incident, the class teacher is the more knowledgeable other. By asking the children questions, it could be suggested that the teacher is guiding and accelerating the learning. Furthermore, by engaging the children in answering questions, the children are encouraged to move through the zone of proximal development towards the next stage rather than remaining stagnant and comfortable. 
Vygotsky also claimed that speech contributed to cognitive development in children (Sawyer & Stetsenko, 2018) and that social factors were extremely important. By engaging children in orally explaining their answers and opinions, it could be implied that the teacher is encouraging cognitive development through speech. The concept of oracy is an important part of pedagogy when developing children’s language, literacy and communication skills. For a child to be able to express their understanding and acquired knowledge, they must have a proper understanding of the content. As a result of this, asking children to verbalise their answers can be understood to have assessment for learning purposes also.
Humanism is another influential learning theory. It considers children to be the authority when designing their learning and that teachers are a facilitator of this process (Hare, 2019). Humanism places importance on using education to aid the overall development of the child, rather than just academic skill building. Moreover, the theory considers the emotional wellbeing of children to be of the upmost importance. Some humanists have suggested that children often experience a substantial fear of failure at school. There is pressure to get the answers right, and to please the teacher. It is argued by humanists that this is wrong, and inhibits the overall development of children. By using a random name generator technique rather than allowing the more confident pupils to answer questions, it could be argued that a fear of failure may be present in the classroom. Many people have experienced the dread when a teacher asks a question that one does not know the answer to. Perhaps by placing pressure on a child to answer, the result may be counter-intuitive in that the child does not learn anything and is instead upset by the ordeal. This is of course a negative way of perceiving the situation, however it is important to consider how certain teaching and learning techniques may impact every child. This links to Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, which refers to a pyramid of needs which a person should aim to fulfil in order for learning to take place. The five levels of the hierarchy are physiological needs, safety needs, belonging, esteem, and self-actualisation (Stoyanov, 2017). According to Maslow’s theory, a person must fulfil one need before ‘levelling up’ to the next need, keeping the pyramid design in mind. The love and belonging needs, as well as the esteem need, concentrate on the human desire for trust, confidence, and respect. Maslow would consider all of these important in order for a child or adult to be motivated to further themselves and learn more. By concentrating on the emotional wellbeing of children, and establishing a safe environment in which they can explore and develop, all of those needs can be met. This in turn lends itself to allowing children to contribute as and when they feel comfortable, and enabling children to initiate their own learning. It seems that perhaps the use of a lollipop stick method or any random name generator would not necessarily be in line with a humanistic approach. The humanistic argument supporting the importance of emotional wellbeing can be seen in the new curriculum being brought in by 2022. Health and Wellbeing is one of the six areas of learning and is now considered to be a crucial aspect of children’s learning throughout their education. This demonstrates that children’s emotional wellbeing is now at the centre of how education is delivered. 
Reflection
At this point it is important to reflect upon everything that has been discussed. The critical incident which was observed was the decision to use lollipop sticks with names on, as a method of choosing children to contribute their answers verbally. It is clear that the critical incident has links with at least two well established learning theories. Upon consideration it is probably likely that teachers use a mix of all of the learning theories, as well as incorporating their own philosophies into their methods. Additionally, it is important not to criticise a teacher for a decision without asking them for the reasons they choose certain methods. In a normal situation this would have been possible, and would have given a much richer insight into the incident. However, because of the COVID-19 pandemic it was not possible to meet with the teacher personally. When the critical incident occurred, none of the children expressed any upset and the child that was chosen to speak, spoke confidently and clearly. Furthermore, the comments that were made by the child sparked more contribution from other class members. This suggests that the teacher had a well-established relationship with the children, and had an idea of how they would respond to the use of lollipop sticks. This led me to consider whether there is a right and wrong time to start using a random name generator method as opposed to asking for volunteers. At the beginning of the term, when the children and teacher are still getting to know each other, perhaps the use of a method like this one would be less appropriate. In my own practice, I would be likely to wait until I believed the children were comfortable and had the confidence to speak in front of the rest of the group when asked to. In addition to this, I admired how the teacher used a mix of methods to gather contribution. Although it could be argued that consistence is better, I think the use of the lollipop sticks as well as asking for ‘hands up’ gave the more confident children the chance to contribute, as well as exploring ideas from the other members of the class. 
There are several models of reflection which can be used as a guide. One established model is the Experiential Learning Theory, which is made up of a 4 step process for learning (Akella, 2010). The four steps are: experience, reflective observation, conceptualisation, and experimentation. The reflection part of this model is thought to be important in order for learning and development to take place. Generally it is agreed that reflection should follow experience and should be shared with peers and colleagues, in order to avoid biases. In the context of this observation, a model of ‘meet, test, share’ was adopted which made space for plenty of reflection. In the meet phase, the whole group met (virtually) and discussed the importance of research and reflection in professional development. Particularly for those working in education, making observations and being the subject of them is particularly significant. Remaining open to being observed, and making observations, goes a long way to developing and improving teaching standards. The test phase consisted of all members of the group conducting the observations and concentrating on gathering useful data for reflection. Finally, in the share phase, all group members met again to review what was observed and discuss the experience. This was an important part of the process because it gave students the opportunity to share ideas and properly reflect on the experience as a whole. It helped to solidify the respect for the process of reflection in development, going forward. 
Conclusion
To conclude, there are a number of ways in which the observation of this critical incident will inform next steps. Firstly, evaluation and consideration of the critical incident as well as its links with pedagogical knowledge was an enriching experience. It is clear that theory must be considered alongside practice, in order to establish how to improve not only a learner’s experience but also the teacher’s. Furthermore, the experience of completing an observation as a researcher has fortified the importance of reflection in professional development. Taking part in critical reflection of practice contributes towards fulfilling the professional standards for teaching and leadership (Hwb, 2018). By partaking in observations with colleagues and peers, a teacher is enriching their effort in collaboration. Moreover, reflecting on practice encourages teachers’ professional development as well as innovating methods and content used in the classroom. Importantly, committing to professional development will contribute to providing a whole-school approach to education that is up-to-date and based on research. 
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Appendix G. Observation notes for observation 4.
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Appendix H. Critical incident identification record for observation 4.
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