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Aim, focus and understanding of a critical incident.
The aim of the essay is to give a critical evaluation of an observed critical incident within a classroom setting, using Tripp’s (1993) critical incident methodology. The purpose of this exercise is to practise reflective practice through observing a critical incident and apply my findings to my own teaching and learning methodologies. 
What is reflective practice?
Reflective practice theories continue to develop, though it is through Dewey (1933) and Schön (1983), where reflective practice derived. Dewey believed reflective practice to be a practice and problem-solving task, where teachers use evidence from past experiences. This can be further supported by Rogers (2002) who explained that is a meaning-making process which enables teachers to grow. This theory concludes that for individuals to develop through professional growth, individuals are required to reflect systematically about future action (Farrell, 2012). Building on his theory Schön (1983) provides an additional element by not only thinking back on what they have done (reflection-on-action) but also to think while doing the action, (reflection-in-action) (Tan, 2020). This is particularly useful as a teacher when you may need to think on your feet if things are not going as planned. However, Bruster and Peterson (2013) emphasise that practitioners that are not practising reflections are restricting their ability to make a meaningful change to help learners developmental requirements. Despite this, reflection is an important part of the Professional Teaching and Leadership Standards, where “exploring and reflecting on which teaching strategies will best support learning in a given context and inquiring about the impact of this on learners” (Welsh Government, 2022).
Critical incident 
Critical incident is an interpretation of the significance of an event. However, a vast majority of critical incidents are not obvious, they are mostly commonplace events which occur day to day in the classroom and are critical in a different sense as they are indicative of underlying trends, motives and structures (Tripp, 2012, p.24-25). Similarly, Mohammed (2016) states that a critical incident does not need to be a dramatic event just something that would make you stop and think or one that raises questions. These events seem to be ‘typical’ rather than ‘critical’ but are identified as ‘critical’ through analysis (Tripp, 2012, p.25). Tripp (2012, p 125) highlights that critical incident analysis is a useful technique for self-reflection, which in turn improves professional judgement and pedagogy. The main limitation of this technique, however, is that teachers may experience the feeling that if they had done something a different way, things may have turned out better. This can often be a very stressful and demoralising aspect of being a critically thinking, feeling teacher (Tripp, 2012, p.54). 
This essay will observe a critical incident at a primary school, which will be referred to as ‘School X’. School X has 435 students on roll. The school has a large catchment area and is a school of mixed ability. The critical incident for this case study is observed during a year 4 literacy lesson at 9:30am studying inferences. Students are of mixed abilities; more able students are seated towards the back of the class and ALN students are at the front. There are twenty-three children in the class. One student has a visual impairment and uses a Prodigi Desktop electronic magnifier and there is one teaching assistant that supports the lower ability children. In addition, there are ten different nationalities in the class and seven children joined throughout the year. For data protection purposes, the child will be referred to as ‘Child A’. While observing the critical incident a lot of the children in the class had their hands up already. The class teacher said “we have the same hands going up. Child A I’m going to give you a dojo point for participating loads”. The critical incident observed will investigate ClassDojo’s as reward systems and positive reinforcement and investigate if they are beneficial for primary school children. 
Overview of relevant literature
The argument around the benefits of a rewards system in the classroom has been researched and debated for some time. A review of literature can discuss the key areas highlighted within the observed critical incident. The following review will focus on behaviourist theories and the positives and negatives surrounding reward systems, positive reinforcement and intrinsic and extrinsic motivation. 
ClassDojo
ClassDojo is an educational company that allows teachers to share photos, messages and learning moments with parents and guardians. ClassDojo points can be given to students, who are featured on the platform through avatars designed by themselves, to reward for positive behaviour (Pratista, 2023). In addition, negative behaviour can be recognised by taking points away. According to ‌Pratista (2023) ClassDojo is considered an effective reward system to motivate participation, involve healthy competition, enhance learning and enjoyment in the classroom.
 Barahona Mora, (2020) found that ClassDojo’s are beneficial in improving desired behaviours and decrease undesired ones in schools. The study’s participants included 21 students, 12-13 years. After being together for a month, the class teacher observed some negative behaviours that needed to be corrected and together as a class expectations were developed. Results indicated a substantial increase in positive behaviour. By the end of week 1 students had 576 negative points, and at the end of week 4 students had 132 negative points. This shows a dramatic decrease in negative behaviour at the end of the fourth week. According to the results, positive behaviour reached over 100 points in the final week. Therefore, ClassDojo’s can be viewed as a beneficial behaviour management strategy, since there were less interruptions in class, meaning a greater use of the teaching time. 
Although, results showed that ClassDojo’s helped decrease negative behaviour a limitation of this study is that the number of participants were very small, observing only 21 students. In addition, results could be less reliable because students had not experienced ClassDojo’s before so could mean they were motivated for a short while, but future studies should conduct this over a longer period. Finally, only one class teacher gave ClassDojo’s, which could cause the teacher to give more ClassDojo’s over the weeks while they become more familiar with the app.  
 A comparative study by Krach, McCreery and Rimel (2016), compared behaviour management data between paper pencil and ClassDojo methods to find out which provided more quantity and reliability. Results found that ClassDojo was more effective and efficient compared to pen and paper behaviour management chart methods. However, despite the results the authors did not utilise ClassDojo due to concerns with humiliating other students, family access equity and data privacy. Despite these concerns, they can be resolved. Teachers could print off ClassDojo reports for children or give ClassDojo points without displaying the points on the whiteboard and schools could allow parents to use school computers to access the ClassDojo records for their child. These concerns about ClassDojo are similar to those described by Singer (2014). Educators and parents did not like that fact that ClassDojo points can be displayed to the whole class, shaming children with fewer points. Parents also felt that the flashy graphics were a way to bribe the children to behave, and that the monster images and sounds were non-conducive to learning.  Nonetheless, this study by Krach, McCreery and Rimel (2016) has some limitations. Firstly, the study was small, data was only collected at one school. Secondly, the participants were young, and so does not reflect the actions of teachers with older children.  
Positive reinforcement
Behaviour-specific praise refers to when a teacher recognises the student’s positive behaviour and is specific to what the behaviour was that the teacher liked (Johns, 2015). An example of this is “thank you for raising your hand” and “thank you for walking in the hall” (Johns, 2015, p. 29). However, comments such as “good job” or “nice” are too general and can leave students wondering what behaviour the teacher commented on (Johns, 2015, p.29). This type of praise is comparable to Musti-Rao & Haydon (2011) who state that Behaviour-Specific Praise (BSP) acts as a positive reinforcement strategy and emphasises that students can only value praise if it is specific and it can help recognise their achievements and keep them on task. Furthermore, Gundersen and McKay (2019) state that a teacher’s praise is a positive behavioural intervention to motivate all students and to improve self-efficacy of struggling students. The main limitation of this technique, however, is the use of exaggerated compliments puts too much pressure on students with low self-esteem and students feel they need to do very well so choose an easier task in fear of disappointment (Brummelman et al, 2014). A solution to this, suggested by Rafi, Ansar & Sami (2020), is that constructive feedback is a useful positive reinforcement strategy to motivate low efficacy students. It is suggested that constructive feedback will give a chance of self-reflection after a behaviour or task. 
Behaviourism
Skinner is one of the main theorists of behaviourism. Skinner (1953) introduced the theory of Operant Conditioning, which emphasises that results can change behaviours. Different from Pavlov’s theory of Classical Conditioning, where respondent behaviour is an unconditioned response by the unconditional stimulus. For example, Pavlov’s experiment where Pavlov trained a dog to secrete saliva when it hears the bell. Operant behaviour is not triggered by an unconditional stimulus, Skinner found that behaviour was strengthened if followed by reinforcement or diminished if followed by punishment (Chen, 2023).
Theories such as Pavlov’s Classical Conditioning and Skinner’s Operant conditioning were both developed in the first half of the 20th century. Skinner’s theory is widely used in schools today, although it can be argued that these theories are now outdated. Similar to Skinner’s box, when the rat pressed the lever, it received food or electric shots immediately, the more it got the more reinforcement in its behaviour (Sidin, 2021). This is evident in class, when children raise their hands to answer questions to get a point, the more questions they get correct the more points they receive. Therefore, children are more inclined to participate to receive rewards. However, the main weakness with this theory is that reward and punishment are a quick fix, they do not support long-term behaviour change (Moberly, Waddle & Duff, 2016). 
Therefore, it is suggested that children need to become intrinsically motivated, which holds a deeper motivation for education and learning. A study conducted by Mikkelsen et al (2023) found that education outside the class has shown to positively affect intrinsic motivation. In addition, Mikkelsen et al (2023) found physical activity increased intrinsic motivation, indicating that more time spent sedentary in class was associated with less motivation, thus poor behaviour. Therefore, instead of relying on reward systems for behaviour, participation and motivation, teachers should aim to make learning enjoyable to increase children’s intrinsic motivation. Ryan and Deci (2017, pg. 352) quoted “because the content of classroom learning is supplied (often mandated) from outside…school curricula or materials are often not packaged to be intrinsically motivating”. This quote is now untrue due to the new curriculum changes, where “schools design their own curriculum” (Welsh Government, 2021). Therefore, teachers change choose relatable topics that children look forward to learning about.
Explanation of Case Study and connection to the Four Purposes
As mentioned earlier, the critical incident for this case study is observed during a morning year 4 literacy lesson, studying inferences. Children are sat on five tables. To begin with the teacher asked the children to share inferences about the book page, displayed on the whiteboard. It seems apparent that the title is ‘Mole town’. The children had whiteboards available to write their answers and then participate by putting their hands up and sharing what they thought if they were comfortable to share. Before they begin the main activity, the teacher put the success criteria on the white board and asked some of the children to read them out. It was within this context that the incident was observed.  The teacher asks who’s going to read the third success criteria, thirteen of the children put their hands up, but the teacher gave ‘Child A’ a Dojo point for putting her hand up: “we have the same hands going up. Child A I’m going to give you a dojo point for participating loads, I love that”. It is evident that the teacher uses ‘Child A’ to model exemplary behaviour here. The teacher’s approach used here is similar to Bandura’s Social Learning Theory (SLT).  Bandura (1977) found that after observing other people’s behaviour, they begin to develop similar behaviour, especially if there are rewards included related to the observed behaviour. This is apparent when three more hands go up after the teacher makes it clear that he wants everyone to be participating, which may result in a dojo point. 
However, from observing ‘Child A’ after receiving the Dojo point, ‘Child A’ doesn’t show any excitement or happiness about receiving the Dojo. ‘Child A’ doesn’t smile, she yawns and looks bored. This behaviour suggests that the dojo point does not hold any value to her, but she is displaying the behaviour the teacher wants to see.
 Alongside reflective practice through observing critical incidents in class, it is imperative to gain an understanding of the new curriculum and knowledge of how children learn, with a particular focus on theory relating to Donaldson’s (2015) four purposes. The new Welsh curriculum aims to help children “grow as capable, healthy, well-rounded individuals who can thrive in the face of unknown future challenges” (Donaldson, 2015, p.5). In order to achieve this Donaldson (2015) created a curriculum driven by the four purposes. Alongside the Four Purposes there is another curriculum strand ‘Areas of Learning and Experience’. This part of the curriculum consists of six areas of learning experiences: ‘expressive arts, health and wellbeing; humanities; languages, literacy and communication; mathematics and numeracy; and science and technology’ (Welsh Government, 2019). The areas of learning experiences are part of a holistic curriculum, and it is designed to be more flexible in allowing learning to be drawn from across each of the areas of learning and the cross-curricular skills of literacy, numeracy and digital competence should be embedded across all areas of learning and experience, where appropriate (Welsh Government, 2019). 
From observing the class in which the critical incident was observed during a languages, literacy and communication lesson, two of the four purposes are displayed during the lesson ‘ambitious, capable learners’ and ‘healthy, confident individuals’ (Donaldson, 2015, p.29 & p.30).  During the lesson the children are making inferences about the picture on the board and then with a shoe given to them by the teacher, throughout these activities the children ‘are questioning and enjoy solving problems’ (Donaldson, 2015, p.29). In addition, the children ‘have the confidence to participate’ (Donaldson, 2015, p.30) whilst having a discussion as a class. The particular detail of the incident involving Child A, shows that the teacher wanted the children to be involved in participation as he gave Child A a Dojo for putting her hand up. Furthermore, this encouraged other children to put up their hands and ‘have the confidence to participate’ also (Donaldson, 2015, p.30). 
Reflection for teaching and learning methods.
As stated earlier, reflective practice is important as it enables us to learn from our experiences and improve. As a student teacher, reflective practice allows us to develop by interrogating our own practice and making explicit the assumptions and values that underpin it (Winch, Oancea and Orchard, 2015). I used Kolb’s learning cycle (1984) to structure my reflection while observing my critical incident, I felt this reflective model allowed me to analyse my reflections and subsequent outcomes for my next teaching steps. Kolb’s learning cycle has four stages of learning which must be followed in sequence for learning to take place: concrete experience; reflective observation; abstract conceptualisation and active experimentation (Akella, 2010).
Firstly, in consideration of Kolb’s learning cycle (1984) a written reflection of my experience and thoughts at the time was written within appendix 1. In brief, I first recognised the use of ClassDojo’s in the class, near the start of the lesson when the class earnt a class dojo point, and the teacher said “two nil to the class so far”. As the introduction to the lesson proceeded, the teacher gave Child A a Dojo point for just putting her hand up (when 13/23 had their hands up), “we have the same hands going up. Child A I’m going to give you a dojo point for participating loads, I love that”. I found it interesting that the teacher gave one child a Dojo point for putting her hand up when thirteen other children in the class had their hands up and found it interesting that three children proceeded to put their hands up after the Dojo was awarded.
 Secondly, I began to think about my critical incident and began to question what happened and how it made me feel. I felt that after receiving the Dojo, Child A wasn’t bothered by it, as highted previously, she showed no excitement and proceeded to yawn after receiving it. I questioned whether ClassDojo’s and positive reinforcement are effective and what affect they have on intrinsic and extrinsic motivation. From reflecting on my critical incident and researching literature, I found some teaching strategies that I will choose to adopt whilst out on placement.  After observing my critical incident, it was evident Child A was not bothered about receiving the Dojo, although after awarding Child A for modelling behaviour, three more children put their hands up. Despite this, I have decided not to use ClassDojo’s in my class in the future.
I saw the use of reward systems

I will send a positive note home as positive recognition.
The reward systems used from observing my critical incident are ClassDojo’s. However, I feel that there is an inconsistency to them. As Dix (2017) highlights, the teacher may be feeling generous on Monday and give out lots of rewards, but on Tuesday the teacher forgets to reward any. Then on Wednesday a supply is in and gives loads out to everyone. This creates inconsistency and confusion with behaviour expectations. Furthermore, Dix (2017) indicates reward systems divide students into high and low point scorers. Likewise, Pratista (2023) did a study on student perceptions about ClassDojo, 68.8% of students strongly agree that they feel anxious when their points are lower than other students. Moreover, 62% of the students strongly agree that they feel said when they do not obtain points. 
Therefore, rather than using ClassDojo’s I will use positive recognition. I like the idea that Dix (2017) proposes, to recognise positive behaviour by sending a positive note to the child’s home. Dix (2017) explains that it serves two functions, sincere recognition and an excellent tactical move. The positive note enables you to mark the moment with the child celebrating their best behaviour, it is a moment that you can use to remind them of if their behaviour has taken a turn. Furthermore, research has shown that when a child’s parents are involved in their school life, the child displays fewer problem behaviours (Gregory et al., 2010). In addition, positive parent involvement has shown greater academic and social success (Herman & Reinke, 2017). 

I will encourage intrinsic motivation rather than using ClassDojo.

Although, the teacher from my critical incident uses ClassDojo, research suggests that they have not benefit. Deci, Koestner & Ryan (1999, cited Clarke, 2014, p.120) found a negative correlation between extrinsic rewards and task performance and tangible rewards significantly undermined intrinsic motivation for interesting tasks. Furthermore, Deci (1999, quoted in Clarke, 2014, p. 120) quoted, extrinsic rewards “undermine people’s responsibility for motivating or regulating themselves”. Intrinsic motivation is part of the 12 pedological principles where the teacher ‘challenges all learners by encouraging them to recognise the importance of sustained effort in meeting expectations that are high but achievable for them’ (Welsh Government, 2023). 

According to Valerio (2012), teachers can encourage student’s intrinsic motivation by creating a supportive, quality learning environment. Valerio (2012) argues that a supportive learning environment, where students enjoy learning, is necessary for intrinsic motivation. 
This can be supported by a study conducted by Schuitema el al., (2016) on the nature of the relationship between students’ perception of social and autonomy support from their teachers, and self-regulated learning and achievement. Results found a significant correlation between the students’ perception of their teachers’ autonomy support and self-regulated learning. Therefore, teachers who help their students to become autonomous learners, increase their motivation and drive to learn (Schuitema el al., 2016). 

The skill of the good teacher lies in establishing… intrinsic satisfaction that comes from making the effort to address and succeed with challenging tasks. In that way, lifelong learning can become a matter of personal fulfilment as opposed to one-off responses to external demands (Donalson, 2015, p.64).

Donaldson (2015) emphasises that teachers need to challenge pupils in a way they can feel accomplished when overcoming the challenging work. According to Valerio (2012), scaffolding strategies such as questioning, can prompt students whilst they are reading a challenging text. For example, the teacher has chosen a difficult text for the students to read, but through scaffolding, the student is able to read the text. However, one of the limitations Black & William (1998) highlight are that dialogue with the teacher allows the teacher to reorient a pupil’s thinking. An example of this is when the teacher is looking for a particular answer and directs the pupil to the required answer. The problem with manipulating the dialogue in this way gives makes the children feel they are not required to think out their own answers. Formative assessment is a useful method to find out children’s understanding so the teacher can see where they are with their understanding to help if necessary. Seamus Gibbons (cited in Clarke, 2014, p. 114-115) uses a number of face-to-face informative questioning throughout the lesson to reveal their level of understanding. For example, the answer may be ‘connectives’, often picked up by knowing what the right word to say, but “Give me an example” or “what do you mean by connectives?” will reveal the child’s true understanding. 

Though rewards are used in the classroom, only rewards to enhance intrinsic motivation or that are linked to the development of the student’s competencies should be used. There is no research to support that ClassDojo’s enhance students’ intrinsic motivation, therefore, I will focus on motivating the children intrinsically by setting challenging tasks, which will enable them to feel a sense of accomplishment after completion. 
I saw positive reinforcement
I will use behaviour specific praise 
From observing my critical incident, the teacher uses positive reinforcement in the form of verbal praise regularly; “I’m going to give you a dojo point for participating loads, I love that”, “brilliant effort, da iawn”, “amazing effort”, “I’m so glad you’ve got your hand up” and “really impressed with those”. I want to utilise positive reinforcement in my class because it creates a positive classroom environment and celebrates good behaviour. However, I want to be specific in what I am reinforcing to set expectations for the other children. Children should not just be rewarded for doing what is expected, but for going above and beyond. From observing my critical incident, the teacher does not award ClassDojo’s for going above and beyond, instead awards ClassDojo’s for what is expected, this ultimately lowers the children’s motivation to go above and beyond as they can receive a dojo from doing the minimum. Dix (2017) demonstrates this and believes that you should reward children for going over and above. He believes that if you reward minimum standards then children will strive for minimum standards. Dix (2017, pp.42) quoted “what Holly just did by collecting in all of those brushes by herself has saved me a lot of time and effort. That is over and above, Holly. Thank you, that is fantastic!” This demonstrates over and above expectations and using the child’s name makes it personal and having specific positive reinforcement allows the other children in the class to know what is expected from them. Similarly, research has found that behaviour specific praise can help children to realise what they have done well, sets expectations and are more likely to make this behaviour occur again (Lane, Menzies, et al., 2015, cited in Royer et al., 2018). Whereas general praise is less likely to improve on-task behaviour or self-confidence (Hattie & Timperley, 2007).
Abstract conceptualisation from Kolb’s learning cycle (1984) allowed me to make links between my experience observing the critical incident and any theories, research or knowledge that can be applied. Therefore, when I am on placement, I will put into practice active experimentation. I personally feel that sending a positive note home is beneficial as not only for the child to feel a sense of achievement, but to share this pride with their family and to be celebrated at home not just in school. In addition, I believe encouraging intrinsic motivation is much more effective than using ClassDojo’s and a reward has no meaning to that child, as Child A demonstrated, whereas intrinsic motivation gives children a sense of achievement. Finally, I will use behaviour specific praise as it is still a very effective tool used today in school environments, but I would like to emulate in future practice behaviour specific praise so children are aware of the exact behaviour they are being praised for and will more likely repeat this behaviour again in the future.
Conclusion and recommendations
To conclude, a critical incident was identified from careful observation followed by critical reflection which followed Tripp’s (1993) methodology. The incident opened the question to whether ClassDojo’s and positive reinforcement are beneficial for primary school children and what affects they have on intrinsic and extrinsic motivation. Reflection followed Kolb’s learning cycle (1984) and discovered relevant theorists such as Skinner (1953), Dewey (1933), Schön (1983), Ryan & Deci (2017) and Bandura (1977). As discussed in this essay, it is evident that reflective practice is essential for teachers and is clear within the reformed curriculum policy in Wales and Teaching standards. By reflecting on which teaching strategies best support and progress learners an effective pedagogy is formed. Therefore, after exploring relevant literature, which found varying arguments surrounding the concept of whether ClassDojo’s and positive reinforcement are beneficial for primary school children, the stages of reflection resulted in recommendations of the next teaching steps. It was concluded that extrinsic rewards have not benefit for learner progression, whereas intrinsic motivated learners are self-motivated and leads to a sense of accomplishment. Furthermore, positive reinforcement is beneficial, when it is specific about the behaviour being recognised. 
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Appendix 1

OBSERVATION / FIELD NOTES

Record 1
	Date and time, year group: 9:30, year 4 class


	Where and When: Context of the observation – subject/AOLE, general classroom context
· Literacy
· Lesson about inferences
· Sat on 5 tables
· Split into abilities, more able at the back
· Writing their ideas on whiteboards
· Most, very engaged and participating.
· 10 different nationalities


	What happened: a detailed description of the critical incident(the more detail the better to refer to in your later work)

Lots of children have their hands up to read the next success criteria, the teacher gives one child a dojo for just putting up her hand.
· Why does the teacher do this?
· Are dojos beneficial for students?
· Why did he not award anyone else?

Teacher uses a lot of positive reinforcement.
· What are the benefits of this?


	Areas of possible exploration: what you think could be” under the hood” in these incidents? What avenues of research could you consider?

· Reward systems and positive reinforcement. Should we be using them? Why? Do they help the learner progress in any way? Is there a better alternative?
· Motivations and influential factors for putting hands up. Why do some students not participate? Shy? Lazy? Lack of understanding?


	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)

· Class vs teacher for dojo points
· Child with a visual impairment at the front of the class uses a Prodigi magnifier to still participate independently.
· More able are at the back. 
· Teacher is very clear with directions and gets children to read out every success criteria.
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