A critical evaluation and the identification of next teaching and learning steps focusing on a case study of an individual learner or group of learners, based on an observed critical incident.

Introduction
A critical incident has been defined by Tripp as, “an interpretation of the significance of an event” (Tripp, 2011, p.8). The event does not have to be of huge significance it can be part of the everyday mundane, it can be a positive or negative event. Tripp (2011) asserts that to obtain a critical incident an event must be observed, described and then rigorously analysed in order to see the deeper meaning of the incident in a wider, usually social, context. Furthermore, by delving deeper and assessing the incident we can begin to learn and develop by reflecting on the incident where previously we may have perhaps overlooked it as an impact upon the teaching practice (Schӧn 1987 and Woods 2012). Critical incident in the confines of reflective teaching practice can be a useful tool for offering self-awareness for teachers and is also important for teaching reforms such as the curriculum reforms undertaken in Wales (Welsh Government, 2021). Using a case study of learner(s) and applying the methodology of observed critical incident, this essay endeavors to critically evaluate and identify the subsequent procedures to teaching and learning steps in the context of reflective teaching practice with particular reference to positive reinforcement within behaviorism theory and how in relation to this theory how in practice, rules and boundaries are important in the classroom, positive reinforcement helps to create a safe space where learning can flourish. The ethical guidelines set out by the British Educational Research Association (BERA) (2019) will be adhered to in this essay to provide anonymity to the individuals observed as part of this research.  

The role of critical reflection
To begin with, to be a reflective person means that one can step back from a situation or an event that has just played out and consider all aspects of the event from a variety of aspects, thus, critically taking note and learning from the events that had transpired (Boud 1987). However, Dewey had previously remarked that for an individual to process an effective reflection needs to possess “three traits: open-mindedness, responsibility and wholeheartedness” (Dewey 1933). For Dewey, reflective practice was inherently linked with an arising issue and what actions are required to overcome such issues, thus, reflecting on the situation and how to resolve the issues arisen. Furthermore, Dewey asserts that reflective practice focuses upon learning from negative events which in the teaching practice there are some, yet there are many positives also. Interestingly however, Kolb (1984) has explored the process of reflective observation in order to collate data to examine and to learn from the event for future development. This was presented in a model known as The Learning Cycle. However, Argyris and Schön (1978) designed a model of reflective practice whereby the individual reflects during the event in real-time and then compares with reflection of the event in hindsight. Argyris and Schön’s model however can be effective only to an individual who is confident with such reflective practices. To be able to observe and learn in the real-time takes a lot of practice but can be extremely useful for developing oneself in the moment as a professional educational practitioner. Furthermore, Gibbs, (1988) designed a six-step model known as the Reflective Cycle whereby an individual can learn from events had had transpired, whether positively or negatively, in order to learn from them. Gibbs’ six steps are: “description, feelings, evaluation, analysis, conclusion and action plan” (Gibbs, 1988). Inherently, Gibbs includes feelings as a step which one can argue is hugely important to understand how one processed the events that had taken place. Emotion can act as a trigger back to a memory which is hugely important as part of the reflective practice and helpful for managing future emotions when similar events may occur. Therefore, Gibbs offers a model of reflective practice that can offer future action planning to help be an effective developed educational practitioner. According to Tripp (2011), the practice of critical reflection is undertaken in two steps: to describe the incident and then to explain its meaning by analysing the event critically. Indeed, for a teacher, to be able to reflect upon one’s own performance offers a huge insight to ones own professional development and how they could learn from events that have transpired in their classroom so that they can be a considerate effective teacher (Myers, 2012). 

Critical reflective practice is an invaluable tool for the professional educational practitioner and for helping to reform education. In Wales, teachers reflecting on their experiences and feeding back to Welsh Government led to educational reforms in the shape of a new curriculum (Donaldson, 2015). It is these models of reflective practice that have helped aid such a positive development in education in Wales and the ongoing importance of such practice must be emphasized. Taking on-board the varying aspects of the processes involved, the following critical incident was observed and the process of reflective practice of the event will be examined further along in this essay.

Observation
The observation took place in a predominately English-medium 11-18 mixed secondary school in Wales and “at the time of the last inspection, there were 1,068 pupils on record for the school and 19% of those pupils are regarded as having special educational needs” (Estyn Report 2016). Interestingly there are “around 13.6% of pupils who are eligible for free school meals and 12% of pupils who attend the school live in the 20% most underprivileged areas in Wales” (Ibid). Furthermore, the majority who attend the secondary school are from a white British background with very few pupils from other ethnic groups. Welsh is not the dominate language, English is, with very few pupils speaking Welsh fluently and with 1.4% of pupils speaking English as an additional language (Ibid). I, the researcher, observed a year eight mathematics class which had been set by ability. The class was small, no more than 16 pupils of mixed gender and the time of day was the lesson after breaktime. The teacher was stood at the front of the classroom using the whiteboard and the pupils were sitting in rows facing the teacher. The atmosphere was relaxed, calm and the pupils and teacher had a clear rapport. The teacher began the lesson with writing a simple task (starter) on the whiteboard that the teacher stated they had covered in a previous lesson. The teacher remarked that this will help them as a foundation for today’s lesson planned. I observed that when the teacher asked a question regarding the starter task set on the whiteboard, the pupils put their hand up to answer and did not shout out. The teacher picked a student by name and the pupil named proceeded to answer. The teacher responded to the pupils’ answer by stating “yes superb that is right, well done”. The child put their hand back down and was smiling. The teacher then moved the lesson forward onto the next task set. Later I approached the child who I had been observing and asked the pupil why they had put their hand up. The pupil remarked that they “knew the answer and wanted to share it”. I followed up asking the pupil how they felt when the teacher responded to them, they stated that they felt “happy and good”. It is worth noting that the pupil was smiling when stating how they felt when the teacher had provided them with positive reinforcement. 

Critical incident linked to Donaldson’s four purposes 
The learner under observation displayed many behavioral qualities such as confidence, respect, ambition and independence. These behavioral qualities demonstrated by the learner can be linked to characteristics from Professor Graham Donaldson’s four purposes (Donaldson, 2015, p.4) within the new curriculum in Wales. The four purposes are: “ambitious capable learners, enterprising creative contributors, healthy confident individuals and ethical informed citizens” (Donaldson, 2015). According to Donaldson, the four purposes in the new Welsh curriculum has been defined as a “guide all future decisions about national and local educational priorities and underpin all teaching and learning in Wales” (Donaldson, 2015, p.4). The four purposes for learners mean that they will receive an “interesting and challenging educational experience that will help them to thrive and succeed” (Donaldson, 2015, p.9). Furthermore, each learner in Wales should be leaving school possessing these four learning qualities in order to develop the well-being of society, the Welsh economy on a local and a global stage and well-educated informed citizens. However, there of course many aspects that need to be in place for this outcome to be delivered such as teacher training, the learner environment and the attitude of the learner which all these things can be managed and conditioned it is just having access to the tools to do so. The critical incident under observation for this essay if carefully analysed can tease out if the learner does or does not possess any of the qualities of the four purposes.
Firstly, the learner sitting patiently with their hand up demonstrates a confident learner through the act of simply having the confidence to put their hand up, to be seen, and to participate in the task set by the teacher. Secondly, the learner also demonstrates qualities of that of an ambitious capable learner with their enthusiasm to solve, explain and clearly communicate the problem set by the teacher. Of the four purposes the learner demonstrated that they had qualities of that of an ambitious capable learner and a quality of a healthy confident individual. The learner under observation demonstrated these qualities as contributions towards becoming a rounded learner within the paradigm of Donaldson’s four purposes. If the learner was to continue in this behavior and to be managed by the teacher in this manner, there is no doubt that the learner under observation will eventually be a fully rounded learner. What leads to further questioning is how the pupil developed these qualities set out in Donaldson’s four purposes. The role of positive reinforcement within the critical incident seems to have had a huge impact upon the learner enabling them to become a confident learner. It is this use of positive reinforcement that led to a line of enquiry of how essential positive reinforcement really is as a means of a management tool for the teacher and for the success of the learner (Clutterbuck 2010). It is, therefore, this line of enquiry that this essay will now explore. 



Literature review	
	It is indeed clear that psychological behavioral theory is in play here in order to help achieve these purposes set out by Donaldson. Behavioral theory is the process of managing behavior using stimuli (McSweeney et al 2014, p.3). Behavioral conditioning has two very solid foundations, firstly the classical conditioning which was developed by Pavlov in 1897 broadly defined as conditioning repetitive behavior for a desired effect (Pavlov, 2012). Secondly, operant conditioning which was developed by Watson in 1913 and further developed by Skinner in 1938. Operant conditioning is knowing the consequences of one’s behavior (Watson 2011 & Skinner 2006). According to Watson, behavior can be shaped through positive or negative reinforcement and as such, it is this use of molding behavior positively that is intriguing. (Watson, 2011). It is this molding of behavior that within the context of the critical incident, the learner’s comments and behavior regarding positive reinforcement is clearly of huge importance for the pupil to behave in considerate way. Perhaps to further understand why the pupil behaved in such a way can be explored through behavioral techniques in classroom management particularly examining the boundaries and expectations set within the classroom through the lens and implementation of positive reinforcement. This will be briefly examined in a literature review below.

	Bashir et al’s research project exploring the of positive reinforcement in secondary schools in Pakistan is clear, concise and straight to the point: positive reinforcement is effective (Bashir et al, 2020, p.1099). The quantitative study sample size was 27 secondary schools which observed schoolgirls over 60 days focusing on the use of positive reinforcement on second language (English) classes. The project came to rise due to an overwhelming need for effective action to be taken regarding second language classes as the practice undertaken was clearly not working. The scholarship notes that before the intervention, that many of the language teachers consistently used negative reinforcement as a means for encouraging the learner, which Bashir et al states that “learning remains ineffective until and unless students are encouraged” (Bashir et al, 2020, p.2098). The study indeed does highlight a key aspect of the importance of encouraging students in their learning to enhance their desire to learn or the learner puts up a brick wall to learning. This concept relates directly to the theory of behaviorism, whereupon the learner’s behavior is conditioned whether through the positive reinforcement (operant conditioning) (Skinner, 1953). Although it does not go further to develop the techniques used. The psychological impact upon a learner when they have received positive reinforcement is that of reassurance to continue their learner due to the reinforced approval from the teacher of their success. Moreover, the literature does offer parallels with the critical incident I have observed, especially that of the pupil I had observed and their positive reaction to the teachers remarks. However, the literature did not go into explicit detail of their observations it merely presented its findings in graphs and statistical format. The focus of the scholarship was entirely on schoolgirls and, therefore, did not offer a contrasting investigation into the use of positive reinforcement with schoolboys, this would have made for an interesting approach. Furthermore, the literature concluded that the students in the controlled arm of the study all improved in their learning due to positive reinforcement. However, it did not consider other factors that might have aided with the increase in student engagement and development in the student’s language studies. The study took place in the physical realm of the classroom whereby the student’s behavior could be managed in person and whereby a positive learning environment could also be created. Therefore, positive reinforcement alone cannot be a single factor in a learner’s development there are further causations at play such as blended learning, the likability of the teacher is a huge aspect as is also classroom management.

	Interestingly, the second piece of literature examined the use of positive reinforcement through the digital virtual classroom during the beginning of the covid-19 pandemic. Many countries adopted the School From Home (SFH) approach as a way to continue education for school children whilst preventing the spread of the covid-19 disease (Mantashiah et al, 2021, p.1038). It was a mixed-method study of 310 elementary school teachers (41.2% male and 58.71% female) from the south Sulawesi province in Indonesia (Mantasiah et al, 2021, p.1038). The study bases its study on the uses the operant conditioning theory developed by Skinner (1953) and Schakel & Lyon (1984). The literature explores in-depth scholarship around positive reinforcement and identifies a gap in scholarship regarding the implementation of positive reinforcement during covid-19 for learners. Interestingly, the literature highlighted “four types of reinforcement: natural social, tangible and token reinforcers” (Mantasiah et al, 2021, p.1039). The SFH process was indeed a very stressful time for both learners and teachers and Matasiah et al remarked that “one of the strategies that can be applied by teachers to reduce students stress during SFH is by giving them (learners) positive reinforcement” (Mantasiah et al, 2021, p.1038). The literature highlighted an important aspect of the teacher’s role regarding positive reinforcement: its delivery. The importance of how positive reinforcement is delivered by the teacher is extremely vital, it must be genuine and believable. Furthermore, the teacher showing their belief in a student’s capabilities is one of the most powerful and effective tools to aid a student’s learning and in turn, for classroom management (Mantasiah et al, 2021, p.1039). The literature concluded that from the teaching participants there was a higher use of positive reinforcement from female teachers compared to male teachers. Indeed, the literature highlighted that there is a huge demand for positive reinforcement from elementary learners and that there is also a need for positive reinforcement for secondary learners (Mantasiah et al, 2021, p.1040), this clearly suggests the importance of positive reinforcement by teachers for learners of all ages. The importance for teachers to see the need for positive reinforcement in learners is vital and during the SFH concept the literature highlighted from its study that teachers were too focused on delivering the materials and in doing so, overlooked the learners need for positive reinforcement (Mantasiah et al, 2021, p.1043). Although positive reinforcement was delivered it was infrequent and delivered through various media platforms to learners, so the way in which positive reinforcement is delivered is a huge factor for the learner. Although this was an-in-depth piece of literature it only investigated the use of positive reinforcement by 310 teachers of one select area of the world. A comparable study of the use of positive reinforcement from across various countries would make for further interesting reading and reveal the true power of positive reinforcement during the covid-19 pandemic, although I recognise that this would take years and we are still within the pandemic. The literature only focuses on SFH and the use of positive reinforcement although it had a narrow focus, it did hint at a comparison between SFH and in-person classroom-based use of positive reinforcement, an expansion of these comparisons would perhaps offer further insights. The literature interestingly noted that teachers did not always notice that their learners need positive reinforcement and did not always know how to provide positive reinforcement. Perhaps the literature could have offered examples of positive reinforcement from real-life scenarios as a means for continuous professional development for teachers to aid their learners as a means of a follow-up.

	As a comparison, interestingly, Petrova (2017) explores how the use of positive reinforcement may influence motivation within education and training activities in a university setting. The study uses cognitive theories of motivation and classical conditioning set out using the model defined by Skinner (1953). Petrova’s research focuses on the use of positive reinforcement through a reward system, when an induvial has achieved something set out by the educator, they. The learner, get positively rewarded which, therefore, changes their behaviour to a conditioned operant conditioning. Although Petrova does not offer examples of positive reinforcement used or recommended to use, Petrova does however remark based on the datasets they have collated, that the use of positive reinforcement through rewards can effectively motivate and positively change the behaviour of an individual to the required effect that the educator wants (Petrova, 2017, p.14). Furthermore, Petrova’s research clearly implies that positive reinforcement using rewards is a powerful means for generating ‘positive emotions and satisfaction’ (Petrova, 2017, p.14) for the learner which in turn aids correcting the learner’s behaviour. Although this study is useful and insightful for the use of positive reinforcement as a behaviour management tool, this study is not in-depth, but Petrova does offer further examples for future aspects of academic observations within the confines of the use of positive reinforcement.  

	The purpose of exploring three different literature scholarships of positive reinforcement in different ways to see a cross-section of the application of positive reinforcement in various stages of education at various ages to see if there was any point where positive reinforcement is most effective. The literature has clearly shown that positive reinforcement is a complex and a very powerful useful tool if implemented correctly and that it has its uses for various ages of learners. Although it has been highlighted by Bashir et al (2020) that the use of positive reinforcement is essential for the development of younger learners and for their well-being. 

Reflection
Upon reflection it is clear from the literature that positive reinforcement is a complex yet useful commodity if implemented correctly. Although the literature above is only the tip of the iceberg regarding scholarship of the use of positive reinforcement in an educational environment and an open mind and further reading for myself will be required if I wish to develop my delivery of such an important classroom management tool. However, it is also apparent that positive reinforcement is more than just a use for classroom management, although it aids this, it is also a means to help create, as Hattie remarks, a safe “learning environment” where learning can flourish (Hattie, 2009, p.23). Indeed, the important aspect from what I have learnt is that there are many intrinsic factors involved in helping the learner to develop and flourish and as such, the five professional standards for teaching and leadership set out in the new Welsh curriculum alongside Donaldson’s four purposes will help to promote and deliver high quality teaching and learning (Welsh Government, 2019, p.8 & Donaldson 2015). Continuous professional development for the teacher is essential to grow in the profession alongside critical reflecting upon one’s own teaching. Being engaging and open-minded is essential to the teacher as well as having the ability to build relationships with the learners. The classroom dynamic is of huge importance for managing behaviors within the classroom and the critical incident observed highlighted this to me, especially having a quality rapport with the learners. The importance of building that relationship with learners is key to providing suitable reinforcement which, Smith (2017) states must be age appropriate, ability appropriate, gages the interest of the learner and provides the desired behavior outcome of the learner which will then place the teacher in the position of being able to provide positive reinforcement due to the correct reinforcement undertaken for/by the learner. (Smith, 2017). Regarding the critical incident I observed, it was apparent that the teacher did have this rapport and a quality positive relationship with their learners. It was evident that they were respected and in turn the learners felt respected. The literature reviewed has highlighted to me examples of what positive reinforcement is, such as saying ‘thank you’ to a learner and the importance of authenticity in delivery (Mantasiah et al 2021, p.1040). Being critical reflective after each lesson will enable me to ‘read the room’ better and therefore, be able to ‘see’ the needs of positive reinforcement for my learners in my classroom. By doing so, I will therefore be able to develop myself as a teacher, create a fruitful safe learning environment, better help learners reach their capabilities by believing in them and sharing in that belief. Positive reinforcement also has another benefit of classroom management and by practicing positive reinforcement I will be better equipped to build a rapport with my learners and help them understand the expectations expected from them regarding their behavior. To help assist classroom management, it is more effective if the department or school has a fluid approach and polices so that expectations and boundaries are set and defined for the pupils (Waterhouse, 1990). Indeed, for the classroom observed the school did have expectations that were set and a code of conduct which was readily accessible for all staff and pupils. This code of conduct contributed towards helping guide and aid classroom management (see appendix 2). Although the literature explored is of an international scale it is apparent that positive reinforcement is not localised, but a practice widely used and accepted as beneficial internationally within education institutions.

Moving forward in my own teaching practice I have taken onboard the complex nature of positive reinforcement and the importance of such a simple yet effective tool in the classroom. Verbal and written positive reinforcement have huge impact upon a learner but I have also taken onboard the importance of being genuine and sincere when I deliver such reinforcement, or it will not have the desire effect. Positive reinforcement can also be a useful way of helping to develop my pedagogical practice whilst also creating learners that resemble the qualities of Donaldson’s four purposes. 

Conclusion
To conclude, this essay has explored the importance of how reflective practice as a tool for understanding a critical incident can help aid progression and development to be an effective teacher. Although there are various models to aid with the reflective process, the importance to write a quick reflective summery at the end of a teaching session will aid with development and learning. An aspect that came to light from the observation and exploration of scholarship around positive reinforcement as a means of classroom management was the importance of creating setting boundaries of expectations. The teacher setting the rules and boundaries of the classroom has creates a safe space where learning can flourish therefore, achieving teaching standards set out in the curriculum. Positive reinforcement can take many forms and is a complex yet important aspect of a learner’s development, it encourages the belief in a learner. From a behavioral standpoint positive reinforcement can be a simple and effective tool and a means of building a solid relationship with the learner which helps the teacher meet the needs of the learner.  The behavior of the learner observed reinforced the literature of the power of positive reinforcement which in turn complimented Donald’s four purposes. The complexity of different elements within the theory of behaviorism, such as classical and operant conditioning was briefly explored to gage understanding of different types of ways to manage and identify classroom management strategies. Overall, the power and importance of reflective practice and delving deeper into critical incident analysis is a key for self-development as a teacher. Zwozdiak-myers argues that to do so (reflect) will “improve pupil learning and the quality of your teaching” (Zwozdiak-Myers, 2012, p.3). The fundamental aspect of this exploration is to keep the learner at the heart of everything making sure that their best interests have been served. 
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