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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.
1. INTRODUCTION 
This essay will address two key areas of research that arose during the observation of a critical incident, these are the importance of using differentiation as a technique of helping all students in the classroom to progress and the use of positive reinforcement as a behaviour strategy. By discussing the use of these two methods it will enable the development of beneficial strategies that can be used in the classroom to create a positive environment for learning. The critical incident is an important aspect when reflecting on how theories relate to the practical act of teaching and how or if these strategies can be implemented in practice. In turn it will be beneficial when considering the purpose and importance of using reflective practices while teaching, as by addressing a single critical incident, it will in turn allow for the development of practices in a similar situation in addition to the theory being linked to other incidents that may arise when teaching.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                              
2.  The role of critical reflection 
       The role of critical reflection is to allow for the development of teaching practices to improve the learning environment, and thus improving both the professional judgement of situations in addition to improving teaching practices. (Mohammed, 2016, p.25). Critical reflection therefore allows for the development of and experimentation of different techniques to best suit the learners in front of you, and thus should always remain student focused.
       Critical reflection has long been considered an important factor within teaching, which can be highlighted by the work of John Dewey in the 1930s (Dewey, 1933). It was this work that was the first to emphasise the importance of reflective practices as a systematic examination that would enable the growth of teaching practices through self-reflection. Dewey described reflective inquiry as an “active, persistent, and careful consideration of any belief or supposed form of knowledge in the light of the grounds that support it and the further conclusions to which it tends [that] constitutes reflective thought” (Dewey, 1933, p. 16). The emphasis placed on active and persistent aspects continue to be key features of reflective practice today, 90 years later, with refection being considered something that should take place daily and time being taken out of the day to be designated to this. The importance of reflection in teaching practice was later picked up again during the 1980’s through the work of scholars including Schon, who mainly focused on “knowing in action” (Farrell, 2012, p.12). Schon’s model of reflection was therefore “reflection in action” (Schon, 1984, p.50) which focused on how practitioners deal with situations during the situation and rather than solely reflecting on the situation after the event. (Schon, 1984, p.50-51). Another key model of reflection, and the method of reflection in this evaluation is Tripp’s Critical Incident methodology. This methodology of reflection is a continuous cycle, with four main actions identified (Tripp, 2012, p.32). These are; observe, create (these being part of interpretation of needs), plan and implement (these actions being part of meeting needs). These actions are then repeated to review the plan that was put in place (Tripp, 2015, p.32). This cyclical method of reflection allows for continued improvement of teaching techniques and consequently is a valuable method of reflection that can help to achieve the reflection that is required to meet the professional standards, but also to develop good practice of valuable and meaningful reflection. 
The importance of reflection in education can also be seen throughout the new Curriculum for Wales, starting with refection being a key skill for students to develop, for example one of the Statements of What Matters is “[r]esponding and reflecting” (Welsh Government, 2021a, p.4) with reflection being a skill that is included both the Expressive Arts and Humanities Areas of Learning and Experiences (Welsh Government, 2021a, pp. 4-5 and 7-8). Reflection also a vital aspect of the Qualified Teacher Status Code and the Professional Standards, with reflection and learning being one of the strands in pedagogy: influencing. (Welsh Government, 2019, p.40). In addition to reflection being considered an important aspect throughout the school environment, self-reflection has become a mandatory element when considering the overall curriculum improvement overall (Donaldson, 2015, p.119). The inclusion of reflective practice throughout the curriculum therefore highlights the importance that reflection is considered to hold within education to allow for improvement and development.
3. OBSERVATION School & Class context 
The school that I observed the critical incident in is a rural English medium comprehensive school in an affluent area of South Wales (My local school, 2021). The schools last Estyn report was in 2019, where it was rated excellent in all five of the inspection areas (Estyn, 2019, p.2), with the report highlighting the enthusiasm, respect, and overall engagement of students (Estyn, 2019, p.4), thus highlighting the general attitude from the majority of students to their learning. The report also refers to the high standards of behaviour in the school (Estyn, 2019, p.7), which again emphasises the positive attitude that students have to learning. During the bridging experience in the school, the factors highlighted through the Estyn report were shown throughout the lessons that I observed, including the critical incident that I choose. 
The lesson that the critical incident took place in was a year 9 biology lesson, with the class being slightly smaller than a normal class as there was approximately 25 students in that class, and one student had a one-to-one support teacher, however in addition to the class teacher, the support teacher would also talk to other students in the class providing them with some support to. As there was considerable disruption at the beginning of the lesson, due to a room change, I was unable to ask the teacher about the specific needs of that class because the lesson lasted right until the bell and the teacher had a lesson straight after. In addition, this disruption also resulted in the class being quite loud at the start of the lesson, although once a task was set all the students became engaged and the disruption was minimal to the remained of the lesson. 
4. Critical incident linked to Donaldson’s Four Purposes 
The lesson was made up of a practical task where students worked in small groups to look at cells under a microscope, however the student with a one-to-one was able to complete the task by himself. During the demonstration of the practical, the teacher highlighted that it was difficult to get the microscope to focus, and in response to this one student asked if he would get a sweet if he could get the microscope to focus on his first attempt, to which the teacher responded, “we’ll see”. After each group was able to focus the microscope, the teacher walked around the room giving each student a sweet and while doing this he said that since the students worked well, he would give them something in return.  
This incidents links to three of the four purposes that Donaldson presented in his review Successful Futures because the students were enthusiastic to try to focus the microscope after they had been told that it was difficult. The first purpose that it links to is ambitious capable learners as they “set themselves high standards and seek and enjoy challenge” and they were also “questioning and enjoy[ing] solving problems” (Donaldson, 2015, p.29). By first explaining that the task was difficult, the teacher suggested to the students that they may not be able to focus the microscope, and thus not be able to complete the task without assistance, the students (especially those that I talked to) were determined to be able to focus the microscope and they saw it more like a challenge rather than a specific class task.  The next of the four purposes that the critical incident links to enterprising, creative contributors (Donaldson, 2015, p.29). This links to many of the subsections as students were ‘connecting and applying their knowledge’ as they were linking previous lessons to be able to identify the cells and students also had to ‘think creatively’ to work out how best to focus the microscope and students also had to ‘lead and play different roles in teams effectively’ (Donaldson, 2015, p.29) because the students had to take it in turns to look through the microscope and not every student was able to focus the microscope. As a result of the multiple links to the subsections of this purpose, the critical incident, and the lesson as a whole, helped to meet the overall aim of this purpose which is to help develop students’ skills so that they can ‘play a full part in life and work’ (Donaldson, 2015, p.29). The third purpose that the critical incident links to is for students to be healthy, confident individuals (Donaldson, 2015, p.30). This is because one of the subsections to achieve this is purpose is that students ‘face and overcome challenge’ (Donaldson, 2015, p.30 ) , which again links to the task of focusing the microscope as students were required to overcome the difficulty of the task to be able to go onto the next task. 

5. LITERATURE REVIEW (approximately 1,500 words) 
There has been a considerable volume of work done on the efficiency of positive reinforcement when considering its value in behaviour management in a classroom setting. This includes studies completed in schools in addition to literature that compiles and evaluates different studies that have been completed. An early proponent of the use of positive reinforcement was Becker, who argued but there should be more emphasis on spotting children behaving well, rather than only reprimanding children when they showed and desirable behaviour (Nelson and Kauffman, 2020, p.116). By using positive reinforcement when a child shows desirable behaviour it will then to help increase the probability that they will repeat that behaviour in the future (Shepherd and Linn, 2015, p.123), and thus negative behaviour will decrease. This technique is based on behaviourism and conditioning techniques that were presented by Pavlov and Skinner (Akpan, 2020, p.71), where the basic principles have been used to affect behaviour in the classroom. 
The studies completed when considering the value of positive reinforcement in the classroom have been mixed. One study looked at the pupils’ views on the efficiency of rewards and found that students considered rewards to be beneficial in managing their behaviour when they were questioned about it (Shreeve et al., 2006, p.246). However, it is important to also consider other findings from this study which emphasise the differences between different groups of students, such as age or gender. This study therefore highlights that the use of rewards as a behaviour management technique is not a one fits all method and should be tailored to students for it to be most effective (Shreeve et al., 2006, p.246-251). A further study that supports the idea that positive reinforcement can be beneficial when considering classroom management was completed in 2015, which again found that using rewards can be effective when managing behaviour but did also note that there is a ‘complex picture’ (Payne, 2015, p.500) when considering students reactions to rewards. This can firstly be explained through the difference in reactions to rewards based on age, but also highlights, like the previous study, that one type of reward or just rewards in general, are not always effective the student (Payne, 2015, p.500). However, it is important to consider the methodology of these studies when considering their validity. This is because both studies relied on questionnaires to find out whether a reward system worked. This issue was somewhat raised by the study completed by Payne as in the paper they highlight that the younger year groups with far less likely to say that they would stop paying attention during a lesson (Payne, 2015, p.498). The decision of using questionnaires to judge the effectiveness of rewards in the classroom therefore reduces the reliability of the study as depending on the students that are asked, they may be apprehensive to say that something would not help manage their behaviour as they do not want to come across as not behaving in the classroom. Furthermore, there is also the possibility that students may over emphasis the value of using rewards as it is in their own interests to say that rewards are beneficial. 
In contrast to the more positive research done surrounding the benefits of positive reinforcement, there is also literature that counters the benefits using rewards in the classroom as a behaviour management technique. One of the key voices in this area was Kohn who argued that the use of behaviourism and therefore rewards, in classroom management was counterproductive, especially if it was accepted and critically, because it disregards the causes of behaviour instead only focusing on outward behaviour (Kohn, 1993, p.154-155). However, the evidence that Kohn uses it's very selective as was highlighted by Reitman, in his review of Kohn’s book, and as a result, many of the key points that Kohn makes can be questioned using evidence that supports positive reinforcement as a method of classroom management as Kohn did not address these studies (Reitman, 1998, p.153). In addition to the work of Kohn, other studies have also been completed that question the value of positive reinforcement as a behaviour management technique. One key argument made against positive me enforcement is that rather than relying on rewards to motivate students to behave all to engage in a lesson, the importance of the relationship between the teacher and the students or the quality of the lesson should be the motivating factor to get children to engage (Payne, 2015, p.488), and it was therefore argued that's a good teacher does not need to rely on rewards. 
Differentiation has been included in ideas in teaching since 1985, as the Department for Education and Sciences stressed the importance of differentiation when considering the curriculum (DES, 1985, p.88). The emphasis placed on differentiation within the curriculum has further been developed through the new Curriculum for Wales which can be seen through differentiation being one of the main priorities in the early implementation of the curriculum in pioneer schools (Welsh Government, 2015b, p.22). The inclusion of differentiation within the curriculum therefore highlights the importance, and consequently the value placed on the use of differentiation by the government, both historically and for modern use. In addition to differentiation being included in the curriculum, the importance of differentiation is further highlighted in the Additional Learning Needs Code for Wales (Welsh Government, 2021b), where in addition to differentiated teaching being highlighted as an important technique to help students with additional learning needs (Welsh Government, 2021b, p.73), it is also highlighted as beneficial method to help other students who are struggle academically (Welsh Government, 2021b, p.97) and for those students who are considered ‘more able and talented’ (Welsh Government, 2021b, p. 32). Differentiation has therefore been highlighted as a teaching method that can benefit all students in the class to continue to progress and learn. 
When considering literature outside of government legislation, there has been literature that both supports and challenges the value of differentiation in the classroom. The main concept to support differentiation is the idea that all learners are different and therefore they should not be expected to learn as the same pace (Westwood, 2001, p. 5-6). A key scholar and proponent of differentiation is Ann Tomlinson, who defines differentiation as “a way of thinking that challenges how educators typically envision assessment, teaching, learning, classroom roles, uses of time, and curriculum” (Tomlinson, 2014, p.70). This idea that differentiation is more of a mindset change than anything else is supported by other literature completed in this area, as research has found that if a teacher does not believe in their own ability to differentiate, or they do not believe in the value of differentiation then it is more likely to be unsuccessful (Stravrou and Koutselini, 2016, p.2583). A further point made throughout the literature surrounding differentiation is that the key to differentiation is to accommodate for each student in the classroom (Birnie, 2015, p.64), and to ensure that the work is accessible two everyone in the class, regardless of ability. To enable the work to be accessible to all, differentiation is therefore seen as a logical way to meet the students’ needs (Dixon et. al., 2014, p.125), especially in mixed ability classes, and consequently the use of differentiation is therefore seen to allow all students to progress. Throughout academic literature on the theory of differentiation, there is widespread support of differentiation as it helps to accommodate each student in the classroom, which in turn can facilitate and equitable classroom (Smith and Chestnut, 2021, p.232).
However, although there is literature that encourages the application of differentiation in the classroom, there is also a large volume of literature that highlights the gap between the academic theory and the practical application of differentiation which may limit the value of differentiated teaching in a classroom setting. One of the key arguments made that challengers the application of differentiation in the classroom highlights the many obstacles that exist in lessons that create more work for teachers, for example being able to evaluate students’ ability or to the establish their readiness to learn (Stavrou and Koutselini, 2016, p.2581). These factors therefore considered to make it difficult for teachers to either prepare or apply the differentiated work to best help students. This is because although there may be a cognitive understanding of differentiated teaching in theory there is not the same level of understanding to how this can be applied in the classroom (Dixon et al. 2014, p.115). This gap between theory and practise can result in differentiation being applied as a form of scaffolding rather than the work or teaching being differentiated with students (Hertberg-Davis, 2009, p.251). In turn, this results in differentiation being used as a tool to only help lower performing students rather than being used to enhance every student learning. Another key argument made against the application of differentiation is that rather than helping students to access the work and help them develop, it could instead result in learning being blocked (Taylor, 2017, p.63). This is because if it is not monitored effectively, either though the actions of the teacher or the actions of the students, there is the risk of students rely on is it easier work and do not challenged in their lesson, and by providing struggling students with a ‘watered down’ curriculum it will increase the gap between students who are struggling and the rest of the class (Westwood, 2001, p.6). This type of literature therefore highlights a possible issue with differentiation in that differentiation is counterproductive as although it is implemented with the intent of benefiting learners, in practise it results in a less challenging classroom environment.
6. REFLECTION / EVALUATION & NEXT STEPS 
The first area of focus in the critical incident I chose was the use of positive reinforcement, in this case giving out sweets to encourage and promote good behaviour. Although, as highlighted through the literature review, there is a considerable volume of literature that supports the use of rewards as a method of behaviour management, this incident does highlight one of the practical challenges of using positive reinforcement. This is the question of what is being rewarded and whether the behaviour shown should be rewarded through tangible rewards, such a sweets, or if another form of positive reinforcement, such as praise, would be more appropriate. This is because the use of sweets in this example could be considered more like bribery to get the students to engage rather than as a reward. However, in this incident it is more like a reward because it was the students who mentioned the reward of sweets at the start of the lesson rather than the teacher presenting that option. To prevent the risk of sweets being used as a bribe, one method that could perhaps be used as an alternative could be to introduce other forms of rewards such as merits or a message home for continued good behaviour and the use of sweets could be reserved for outstanding work or behaviour. From seeing rewards being used in the classroom and from reading a variety of different literature, it is clear that positive reinforcement is a valuable tool that can be utilised in the classroom as a technique for behaviour management and is a useful method to maintain student engagement especially in more challenging tasks. 
The second focus of the critical incident was the use of differentiation, in this case allowing a student to work on their own rather than in a small group. This example of differentiation highlights an example of how this technique can be used effectively to allow a student to achieve the same outcome through a different technique. This example also highlights how a form of differentiation can be utilised that does not limit the overall outcome of the activity, that being the student completed the same work as everyone else in the class they just had a different method. In turn this reduces the risk of a student not being challenged enough during the lesson. From this situation the next step, if not already done, could be to talk to the student and ask them how they found the task and if continuing to work by themselves in future situations would be useful to them, and there could also be the opportunity to ask the one-to-one who works with them to get an further perspective. 
These steps of asking the student and asking a colleague for their feedback are key aspects of Brookfield’s reflective practice. This model considers four different lenses that provide a better reflection of what took place (Brookfield, 1998, p.197). The first of these lenses that Brookfield identifies is the autobiographical lens which is our self-reflection, which is considered one of the most important lenses (Brookfield, 1998, p.198). The second is the learner’s lens which allows teachers to receive a range of opinions (Brookfield, 1998, p.199). The third lens is the colleagues experience which can enable collaboration on different ideas and approaches that can be used, but it also provides reassurance that these are often common issues (Brookfield, 1998, p.200), consequently this step is particularly useful during initial teacher training. The final lens is referring to literature and scholarship, which can again provide a number of perspectives (Brookfield, 1998, p.200). This method of structured reflection is therefore a valuable technique to utilise when reflecting on my own practice as it provides multiple different perspective that are not accessible through self-reflection alone and with help to develop my practice to improve learners classroom experience. 
7. CONCLUSION 
By reflecting on the critical incident, I was able to explore two methods of reflection that can be used to evaluate different situations that take place while I am teaching on placement. The first of the these reflective methods is Tripp’s critical incident model (Tripp, 2012) which provides a model of reflecting on a situation and making a plan to improve, and as a result of this model I will be able to continuously review the steps that I have taken and to improve the teaching methods that I adopt. By utilising Tripp’s critical incident reflective model, it will help to not only to improve my overall teaching methods but will also help to meet some of the Professional Standards. For example, enabling improvement (Welsh Government, 2019, p.46) as I will be able to improve my teaching methods which in turn will help to improve the learners’ outcomes in the classroom. This method of reflection could also help to achieve the evaluating the impact of changes in practice in the innovation standard. This is because through editing the methods that I find benefit the learners I can later evaluate and test these new methods in the classroom. The second reflective method I looked at was Brookfield’s reflective practice which considers different perspectives in reflection (Brookfield, 1998), such as the learner’s opinion and how literature can provide further insight into what happened and why. By using this reflective model, it will therefore allow me to develop a holistic view of how a lesson went, which in turn will allow me to improve the lesson in a way that benefits that class. Using Brookfield’s reflective practice will also help to meet some of the professional standards, for example the wider reading and research findings strand in the professional learning standard. This is by using literature within my reflective model I will be able to better understand different theories as I can relate them to my practice in the classroom. By using these reflective practices, it will enable me to meet the professional standards highlighted above in addition to other standards. Furthermore, through effective reflective practice it will help develop and improve my teaching methods and develop the skill of deciding which method is best for the different classes that I have. 
8. APPENDICES 
Record 2
	Date and time, year group:
27th September 2022
Year 7 Food 
First lesson after lunch


	Where and When: Context of the observation – subject/AOLE, general classroom context
· Year 7 food lesson, as this was their first practical lesson, so it was a new experience for the students. As a result of this it was the first application of theory into practice. 
· The school has different lunch times, and as a result during the demonstration at the beginning of the lesson there was a considerable amount of noise from the corridor. 


	What happened: a detailed description of the critical incident (the more detail the better to refer to in your later work)
· When to practical began, the students were required to collect equipment from the front of the lesson, this included a knife. 
· When collecting a knife from the front, one student held the knife outwards, with the blade pointing outwards (a topic that they had covered the previous lesson and that had been reiterated again at the start of the lesson)
· The teacher raised her voice slightly and changed the tone of her voice in order to prevent this action, and then returned to her normal teaching voice. Although this changed the action of one student, other students also held the knife incorrectly, and as a result the teacher again changed the tone of her voice. 
· This then prevented other students from holding the knife incorrectly and the teacher encouraged and praised other students who were following the safety guidance. 




	Areas of possible exploration: what you think could be” under the hood” in these incidents? What avenues of research could you consider?
· Behaviour management, looking at when it is or is not appropriate to raise your voice in the classroom, and considering other methods that could be more appropriate in certain situations.
· Differentiation to take into account different learners experienced. For example, in this class there were a mix of students who help cook at home compared to some students that have never used a sharp knife before.
· Specifically, looking at the managing the learning environment, when considering pedagogy 



	Notes: any details you can note (is it a busy environment, is it after lunch, are there lots of distractions, are directions made explicit - the more you can refer to the better here)
· It was a new experience for the students, and for some it was their first time doing any form of cooking 
· There was a large volume of noise outside of the classroom





Record 3
	Date and time, year group:
Year 12 AS Maths
27th September 2022
Period two 

	Where and When: Context of the observation – subject/AOLE, general classroom context
· Year 12 A-level lesson.
· They have not yet had that many A-level lessons, and so were still getting used to being at a-level, including taking initiative for their own learning 
· They had received the marks back from their first test at the beginning of the lesson, so this could have affected the confidence or concentration in the lesson
· It was just after break


	What happened: a detailed description of the critical incident (the more detail the better to refer to in your later work)
· Once the teacher had explained a new concept, he set a few questions for the students to try to solve
· Two students, who were sat close to me, completed the questions and then began to talk to each other about how the other had solved the question. 
· As a result of this conversation, the one student (student A) questioned how the other (student B) had got to the answer they had. Student B then explained what she had done. Student A was then able to how the question should be answered and both students were able to develop their understanding.



	Areas of possible exploration: what you think could be” under the hood” in these incidents? What avenues of research could you consider?
· Considering the importance of peer learning 
· Consider the benefit of varied teaching styles, direct teaching compared to student led learning and how these can be combined in a lesson to best utilise learning time.
· This could also help to meet the professional standard of influencing learners (specifically Reflection on learning) because student can reflect on their own work and have to opportunity to correct their work if they got it wrong.



	Notes: any details you can note (is it a busy environment, is it after lunch, are there lots of distractions, are directions made explicit - the more you can refer to the better here)

As it was an A-Level lesson, it was more of a lecture style lesson that the year 12’s were likely still getting used to as there is a difference between how lessons are taught between GCSE and A-Level. As a result, some students may have found it more difficult to stay completely focused in this environment.
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