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.
(3920 words)
Introduction
The new 2022 Welsh Curriculum allows for a broad and balanced education, with a greater focus on Assessment for Learning being used constantly to measure progression and monitor any issues. The four purposes set out a clear expectation for teachers to base lesson plans around, while also allowing for a wide range of topics to be adapted for use in classrooms. This does stress the importance of constant evaluation of practice, and how we can continue to strive for improvement and adaptation based on learned experiences and progressing research. As David Tripp discusses, one way to evaluate a learning experience is to analyse an observed critical incident, which he describes as:
...an interpretation of the significance of an event. To take something as a critical incident is a value judgment we make, and the basis of that judgment is a significance we attach to the meaning of the incident.
(Tripp, 1993, p.12)
The use of a critical incident in this case study is to highlight the ‘what’ and ‘why’ of an observed event and discuss how those findings will help me in my own teaching practice. I will be using critical reflection skills to discuss how my observation is linked to the four purposes of the new curriculum, and how my findings will help me in using the purposes creatively in my own teaching. 
The Role of Critical Reflection 
In order to develop and grow during teaching practices, critical reflection is essential. Without the ability to evaluate lessons and concepts, teaching would be a static and outdated profession. The opportunity to constantly review and adapt practices based on class feedback, new research, teacher input and other inspirations, makes teaching worthwhile.  As such, I strive to be a reflective individual who, as Dewey (1933) discusses, possesses open-mindedness, responsibility and wholeheartedness. 
[bookmark: _Int_r7piMaGG][bookmark: _Int_gMBm99wT][bookmark: _Int_UHfduKh9][bookmark: _Int_ymkuWEJ8][bookmark: _Int_oDMv1PKB]There are several models that offer a framework for critical reflection, such as David Kolb’s (1984) four-step cycle, which emphasises the importance of reflective observation to analyse and draw conclusions from a critical incident. Graham Gibbs (1988) then built on the model, creating a six-step cycle that also considers emotions and feelings about the incident. Both are used for a multitude of professions and subjects, as they:
facilitated a deep self-awareness by drawing attention to feelings and thoughts during the incident, providing an opportunity to evaluate and analyse what happened, draw conclusions and ultimately derive actions for the future.
(Potter, 2015, https://www.proquest.com/docview/2093309202?accountid=130472&parentSessionId=oKZ%2BDsZX6Xtor80wOSsDKD3Am%2F0ncOSNz89iSnL2%2BcY%3D&pq-origsite=primo) 
[bookmark: _Int_sx85GmUL]Furthering this, Donald Schon (1983) discusses reflection in action to his model of evaluation, considering events both during and after the fact; "Schon added to this the idea of a practitioner being able to reflect on his or her intuitive knowledge while engaged in the action of teaching (reflection-in-action).” (Farell, 2012, https://www.semanticscholar.org/paper/Reflecting-on-Reflective-Practice%3A-(Re)Visiting-and-Farrell/beacf2ffe7c42f43d33d5e72562d463d68bc40b8) This critical reflection model allows for adapting your own practice whilst still in the experience rather than waiting until the end of the experience to evaluate.  Lastly, Paula Zwozdiak-Myers (2012) model features nine stages, and defines reflective practice as: 
[bookmark: _Int_YTkE6V5k]a disposition to enquiry incorporating the process through which student, early career and experienced teachers' structure or restructure actions, beliefs, knowledge and theories that inform teaching for the purpose of professional development.
(Zwozdiak-Myers, 2012, p.5)
[bookmark: _Int_xWRK2Fvz]Perhaps the most detailed model, this allows continual reflection for teachers and practitioners to develop in more than one area, rather than focusing on one singular critical incident. Linking pedagogical content to reflective analysis also allows for a broader scope of reflection and findings from critical incidences and educational experiences as a whole. 
[bookmark: _Int_hBnmUyqx][bookmark: _Int_VseLc2h7]Reflective thinking is critical in any profession, but the importance of evaluating performance in teaching cannot be understating. With such an ever-changing work and living environment for staff and pupils, constant reflection is key. As Brock discusses,
the development of new knowledge, thinking, policy and practice occurs constantly and practioners operate within the context of where and whom they work, accepting or adapting to change...It is a key professional attribute to be able to reflect on the impact of change on the children and families with whom you work and the effects on working practice. 
(Brock, 2015, p.22)
Observation
Following guidelines by BERA (2018) for anonymity, the school, staff and students used in this case study will remain anonymous, as: “researchers should recognise the entitlement of both institutions and individual participants to privacy and should accord them their rights to confidentiality and anonymity.” (BERA, 2018, https://www.bera.ac.uk/publication/ethical-guidelines-for-educational-research-2018). After gaining consent from the school and staff I undertook an observation over the course of two days in multiple classes within the school in the East of Swansea which opened in 2007. The school currently caters to 12 classes with over 400 full time pupils and approximately 50 part time nursery pupils, aged three to eleven years old. With over 50 members of staff, it is one of the largest primary schools in the area.
[bookmark: _Int_tfyiiJiE]Approximately 35% of the students have free meals in the school, slightly higher than the 21% national average. 16% of students in the school have additional learning needs, and 18% of students are from an ethnic minority background. While 16% of those speak English as a second/additional language, no pupils of the school have Welsh as their first language. All information has been retrieved from the latest Estyn Report on the school in 2014, and the staff has confirmed little has changed since the report. 
The afternoon nursery class used in this case study and appendices had a total of seven students due to the nature of the transition to nursery – all children had only just turned 3 years old and would have additional students added to class as and when they turn 3.  The class teacher was present as well as two TA’s who work full-time in both morning and afternoon nursery classes. 
Critical Incident
[bookmark: _Int_TX0l4lJe]This case study will focus on the use of music to repeat and prompt learning in the nursery class on multiple occasions associated with different activities. Firstly, whenever the children went outside to play in the gardens, the teacher sang a short song about the importance of children standing ‘safely’ by the door and waiting in line respectfully behind each other. Next, they were played a specific song from the desktop when it was time to tidy-up and children immediately knew to start putting away the equipment they could see. The music continued throughout the day as they listened to nursery rhymes and phonic songs while they ate their snack and individually returned to the carpet for story time, entertaining those who’d finished early as well as those still eating. 
By associating activities with song, the children didn’t have to be reminded so often of what they were doing, instead picking up on the environmental cues they’d come to learn and complete the tasks quicker with less confusion. The use of music with all age ranges interests me as a learning aid but particularly with such young learners as this class, as well as such a small sized class, made it very easy to observe each child’s reaction to the songs and how well they adapted to tasks associated with them.
If we consider this use of music to prompt good habits with one of the four purposes of the new curriculum in mind, to create ethical informed citizens, we can see the music acts as a motivator to contribute to the classroom duties. The children know when they are expected to line up and be respectful of others space, as well as tidy up after themselves in a calm, organised way. This demonstrates the link to multiple strands of the ethical citizen purpose, namely that the children are learning to ‘understand and consider the impact of their actions when making choices’ and ‘respecting the needs and rights of others’.
[bookmark: _Int_jUomoFdB][bookmark: _Int_LLv6YLNH][bookmark: _Int_Ebwpbb0H][bookmark: _Int_cXhiKUVr][bookmark: _Int_w5Sdhov0]We could also compare this critical incident to the healthy and confident purpose, as the children are being gently encouraged to act independently and with safety. As the children hear and learn the song that they associate with lining up, they sing along and so ‘have the confidence to participate in performance.’ The pairing of audio and visual cues will lead to children knowing what is expected of them without the aid of music, and so ‘have the skills and knowledge to manage everyday life as independently as they can.’ 
[bookmark: _Int_vHYLxCy4][bookmark: _Int_HoeuWgSl]The use of music to prompt behaviour as a critical incident touches on Watson’s (1913) theory of behaviourism, and how classical and operant conditioning can be used to associate stimulus with behaviour. It also serves as a very early-ages example of how schemas are built around pre-existing knowledge as informed by Piaget (1976) as well as the use of music in early years children as discussed by Moog (1976).  
Literature Review
[bookmark: _Int_Qno1JTKC][bookmark: _Int_S2GjfiQt][bookmark: _Int_H2Wu4UTU]John B. Watson, an American psychologist, established behaviourist theory as a psychological school in 1913. He suggests that learning has occurred only when there is a change in behaviour, and that change is created via the use of stimuli and response. Watson even stated that there is no such thing as reflex or instinct as we know it, but that every behaviour is simply a case of responding to stimuli;
[bookmark: _Int_Ww2v5oJw]There are... for us no instincts—we no longer need the term in psychology. Everything we have been in the habit of calling an 'instinct' today is a result largely of training—belonging to man's learned behavior. 
(Watson, 2017, p.79)
[bookmark: _Int_tK48lW0H][bookmark: _Int_I4KFGbES][bookmark: _Int_vdlkjctx][bookmark: _Int_Fhvr0Ubd][bookmark: _Int_TvL0wGPg]Controversially, Watson attempted to demonstrate his theory on a child known as ‘little Albert’ in 1920, later thought to have been mentally and developmentally disabled. The process of conditioning in the experiment is clear – when presented with a neutral stimulus, in this case when the 9-month-old boy was shown a rat, no reaction or behaviour was noted. Next, the boy was shown the rat at the same as Watson banged a metal rod near the boy, creating a large noise and making the boy cry – an unconditioned response to fear. This combination of noise and rat was repeated several times until the boy was presented with only the rat but elicited the same crying response as if he’d heard the loud noise – the conditioned response to the now conditioned stimulus of the rat. ‘Little Albert’ had learned to fear the rat as he feared the loud noise, supporting the theory that behaviour is a learned response to stimulus. 
[bookmark: _Int_zF4eVbJ2][bookmark: _Int_5stIGwXf]Pavlov ‘s dog experiment (1897) and Skinner’s box (1948) explored forms of conditioning learned behaviour from unconditioned stimulus, yet both are equally controversial for their use of animals. However, both had slightly difference ideas of behaviourism as a whole:
Skinner discovered that the reinforcement being used must, in fact, be viewed by the subject as a reward. If a student’s behaviors are being reinforced with candy and the student hates candy, then little learning will occur. Therefore, it is often necessary to experiment with different options for different students. An important factor is that not all reinforcers are contrived; natural consequences of actions can be equal to or more effective than programmed reinforcers.
(Taylor and MacKenney, 2008, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/trinity/detail.action?docID=483806)
[bookmark: _Int_wd39qw3H][bookmark: _Int_BvVpVTEg][bookmark: _Int_k5hMoD7v][bookmark: _Int_6taobSaW]Mentioning natural consequences here, Skinner allows for the real-world context of behaviourist theory, and doesn’t see it as a one-size-fits-all approach as Watson proclaims. The focus of his rat study findings is the delay and extinction of conditioning results, aiming to highlight the difficulties of behaviouralism as opposed to its strengths. Many psychologists also struggle to see Watson’s viewpoint as the only theory of learning, such as Swiss child-psychologist Jean Piaget (1976), who formed the counter theory of cognitive development to offer an alternative. 
[bookmark: _Int_sJvdqE7J][bookmark: _Int_lEXJ7dUc][bookmark: _Int_FWeP0Om1][bookmark: _Int_1CfbeUCy][bookmark: _Int_g0FCJkoW][bookmark: _Int_jIB4SxHk]Piaget also studied the use of mental structure to retain information and form a schema, which he defined as "a cohesive, repeatable action sequence possessing component actions that are tightly interconnected and governed by a core meaning." (Piaget and Cook, 1952, p.7) These schemas are building blocks of information that can be combined to create operations of intent and put into action. Piaget focused on the importance of schemas and operations in cognitive development and how they can be used to both understand and respond to situations. He believes that we have innate schemas from birth, such as sucking or grasping, which are the cognitive structures we know as reflexes. He goes on to suggest two different methods of learning new schemas, labelling the first Assimilation; a cognitive process of fitting new information into existing schemas, such as familiar topics or ideas so overall beliefs and understanding would not change because of the new information. The latter is that of Accommodation, the cognitive process of revising existing schemas and understanding to incorporate the new information, or creating a whole new schema based on its difference to previous knowledge. This demands an existing schema undergoes a radical change to accommodate the new information regarding the topic as the new information does not fit with the previously gained information. 
[bookmark: _Int_A4kVVvyW][bookmark: _Int_6Pz7iz52][bookmark: _Int_BQdz09hU]Although Piaget didn’t intend his work to be applied directly to education, his theory of schemas has been very influential in developing educational policy and practice. Majorly, the Plowden Report (1976), a review of primary education by the English Government, based firmly in Piagetian theory. The report recommends that teaching be tailored to individual needs, that children should only be taught things they are capable of learning and to realise that children will need to be treated differently to achieve individual attention. This correlates with Piaget’s theory that children learn through the process of accommodation and assimilation, as the role of the teacher should then be to provide new materials and experiences that challenge children’s existing schemas. Children should be encouraged to interact and discover for themselves to adapt their own schemas instead of being fed fully articulated schemas, supporting the recommendation from the report that children should be taught things that they are capable of learning and understanding independently. 
[bookmark: _Int_W70cxZH0][bookmark: _Int_1c1XaEu3][bookmark: _Int_8ZdIzDOH][bookmark: _Int_wIMwqIAD][bookmark: _Int_ybjsgogr][bookmark: _Int_WN8U52Fi][bookmark: _Int_NFemEuQk][bookmark: _Int_rsw2KHvQ]Others, like Soviet psychologist Lev Vygotsky (1978), argue that social learning can occur before development, and that: "learning is a necessary and universal aspect of the process of developing culturally organized, specifically human psychological function." (Vygotsky, 1978, p.90) Though Piaget and Vygotsky share a general principal of cognitive theory, they differ on many things – firstly the structure of development, in that unlike Piaget, Vygotsky denies the existence of any innate structure or framework that’s not informed by context/society. Instead, he suggests that adults and more informed individuals convey messages to children the way their culture responds to the world. They provide schemas to children based on their social and cultural factors; the children do not search for their own as Piaget suggests. This provides another difference between the two theories, in that Piaget’s understanding of cognitive development is universal, while Vygotsky’s relies heavily on the context of the child. Thus, while both theories agree that children are generally curious and active learners, Piaget emphasises self-initiated and self-created schemas, while Vygotsky holds social contributions much more responsible for input into children's schemas. He also rejected Piaget's notion that it was possible to separate learning from its learning environment:
Every function in the child’s cultural development appears twice: first, on the social level, and later, on the individual level; first, between people (interpsychological) and then inside the child (intrapsychological). This applies equally to voluntary attention, to logical memory, and to the formation of concepts. All the higher functions originate as actual relationships between individuals.
(Vygotsky, 1978, p.57)
This would require teachers to collaborate with their students rather than simple dictate to them, giving them the opportunity to first learn from their social context and secondly from themselves. 
[bookmark: _Int_9mV9gK8G][bookmark: _Int_BDyodCq4][bookmark: _Int_5uhn4SuU][bookmark: _Int_ZV6U8L8y][bookmark: _Int_FnUYVSf5][bookmark: _Int_ONCM540T][bookmark: _Int_LOy1HQPv][bookmark: _Int_9iqlwOr4][bookmark: _Int_g0rrHoC8]Moog (1976) was amongst the first to research the music preferences of early years children, as most of the research in this area is skewed towards older children. They found that when children are in the womb and under one year old, they react best to simple instrumental music without lyrics, perhaps because it allows them to remain focused on the music rather than muddying understanding with words. By the age of two however, they found that the children preferred to listen to songs with words, supporting the use of music in younger years classrooms as well as in the home environment. A further study into learning through song by Pound and Harrison (2003) highlighted the importance of adult interaction with music rather than simply child-initiated song. Particularly in the case of early years children, it's important that they see familiar adults like parents and teachers making music, as opposed to watching videos or expert musicians perform. They also found that the children reacted well to music when they were given a range of opportunities to hear and play it, exploring outside of adult-directed activities but independently or with peers.
Evaluation and Next Steps
[bookmark: _Int_Fb6c9vWJ][bookmark: _Int_8xbjzSuK][bookmark: _Int_ipUDLrjm][bookmark: _Int_N5ecify8][bookmark: _Int_09Ws4FLZ][bookmark: _Int_x02F4PmA]Regarding the critical incident, I now understand the psychological theory backing the use of music in the classroom. Classical conditioning allowed the teacher to condition pupils to line up respectfully when a conditioned stimulus was presented in audio form, demonstrating the use of behaviourist theory in today’s school landscape. However, this also highlighted how some of Watson’s ideals of behaviour and conditioning have been left behind and are no longer implemented as clearly in classrooms, such as the strict focus on learning only through conditioned stimulus. We now recognise that natural consequences and other factors such as society and culture can impact learning and cause behavioural changes, and this is reflected in the variety of development theories used to inspire classrooms. 
[bookmark: _Int_bcvHKOsz][bookmark: _Int_WSfFmhNH][bookmark: _Int_g4W7Dohw][bookmark: _Int_6qVUVF5R]The use of Piaget and Vygotsky’s theories are also evident in the critical incident, as children were taught to build their own schema based on the audio and visual cues around them. They were prompted by the teacher, a more knowledgeable other, to incorporate a song and its language into their schemas concerning tidying, standing in line, and eating snacks. All the children had existing knowledge of these things by doing them at home or school previously, and using either assimilation or accommodation, the new information of an audio cue could be incorporated into the existing schemas, building on knowledge. This new information has been learnt via social constructivism and the children will now be able to consult the schemas they know when they next hear the musical cues, and understand what it is in the schema they are needing to retrieve; If the teacher sings the lining up song, they know to check their previous information on how to stand quietly, respectfully and still. 
[bookmark: _Int_2MTVZSAv][bookmark: _Int_3KU4X1x8][bookmark: _Int_4oAoOahv][bookmark: _Int_1QNbO54a][bookmark: _Int_EW9ciXpC]When referring to the use of music in younger years classrooms, there is little research on the subject. However, that of Pound and Harrison supports the notion that songs demonstrated by familiar adults, like the teacher in the nursery class, seem to effect children more than those played online or by unfamiliar musicians. This could be considered next time, perhaps instead of showing the children a video of a phonics song online at snack time, a pre-recorded version of the song performed by teachers and TAs could play, allowing children that connection to the familiar adults to encourage listening. Moog also reported that children above the age of two prefer songs with lyrics, which was utilised in the nursery classroom to encourage good behaviour. The children could listen to instructions within the song and the tune may allow them to remember more the information, as well as allowing for repetition of words/instructions without losing the children's attention. 
The practice of using music to promote learning in the nursery class I observed was backed by numerous theories above, thus I hope to be able to utilise it myself in future opportunities. I do think the age range of the children may affect how often or how long the music would be used for, as it may be less effective on some older children based on their attention span or tolerance to song, but nonetheless would be a good tool to use in foundation phase classrooms to aid learning. 
I also believe the use of music in the classroom links to the AoLE of Expressive Arts, as well as Health and Wellbeing, as it provides children with a creative outlet while also encouraging confidence and skill. As the new curriculum focuses on, this combination of subjects creates a healthy and effective learning environment: 
Involvement in the expressive arts can enable learners to develop a sense of self, build confidence, and explore different forms of communication and relationships which can support mental health and emotional well-being.
(https://hwb.gov.wales/curriculum-for-wales/expressive-arts/designing-your-curriculum/#discipline-specific-considerations)
[bookmark: _Int_c1JHQdbo]Pairing audio cues with daily tasks allows children to understand what is expected of them quickly and without teacher input (once conditioning is established), allowing children to learn as independently as possible. This creates a confident learner, working well with the new focus on wellbeing in the curriculum and the four purposes. Hearing music and song daily may also inspire students to take more interest in expressive arts, as giving them the opportunity to learn through song makes it more accessible to all ages. This also links to the creative aspect of the four purposes, encouraging children to express themselves in multiple forms demonstrated by both teacher and students. 
[bookmark: _Int_fnkysOSm][bookmark: _Int_wULZ9qJ3][bookmark: _Int_WdwttWmI][bookmark: _Int_9XrY0Bx5][bookmark: _Int_InS29yxW]I aim to use my understanding of critical reflection into my own teaching, using Kolb’s method of reflection to model my self-evaluations on and further my own development. My use of a daily learning journal and lesson evaluations will allow me to reflect accurately on the day's events with an objective viewpoint, allowing room for criticism and praise from both myself and my class mentor. I will continue to share any concerns or questions formulated by reflective analysis and strive to remain open-minded to answers given. My own personal development will be based on self-reflections but also anaylisis of updated research, others teaching methods and critical incidents, as this will help me broaden my mind and take more input from others opposed to simply my own evaluations. 
Conclusion  
[bookmark: _Int_nTmqbKDr][bookmark: _Int_HwOI41IG][bookmark: _Int_P2h4rNpi][bookmark: _Int_Mt6cQYnh][bookmark: _Int_0vUw1ekD][bookmark: _Int_Zha0xekw]In conclusion, this case study has highlighted the importance of research into children's development and its use in the classroom. Implementing research-based lesson plans will only aid in my development as a teacher, combined with reflective practice that ensures constant monitoring of learning. Making this reflection collaborative will allow me to learn from other teachers and share my experiences, working within the collaborative element of the five professional standards for teaching and leadership.  The importance of innovation as part of professional standards is also made apparent through reflective practice, encouraging creative thought and constant improvement on known practice. 
Focusing on the four purposes of the new curriculum allows a framework for teaching that is still flexible without being aimless, always being redirected to one purpose or another. My case study highlighted how teachers can incorporate expressive arts into the classroom and encourage children to become creative contributors to their own learning and world at large. The focus also stretches to the ethical and informed purpose of education, something I have great interest in exploring in my own teaching. The critical incident showed how to incorporate song into the classroom and create a safe, fun learning environment where children can grow confident and informed, which I would like to replicate in a classroom of my own. 
[bookmark: _Int_BBHJ67WX][bookmark: _Int_Qrd1gPt5]Overall, the importance of reflective practice based on critical incidents cannot be understated in such an ever-developing practice as teaching. Education will continue to expand and refine on practices so it’s only natural that we as educators strive to do the same. I will continue to use the models of reflection found, as well as the research into various learning theories, to improve both my own teaching practice and my collaborative work. 
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