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Introduction

This assignment will explore the efficacy of different theories of child development and teaching strategies in enhancing the well-being, confidence, and development of pupils. It will do so through the lens of Tripp’s (2012) critical incident framework. For Tripp (2012), a critical incident is created by a practitioner when they reflect on an event with the aim of examining and developing their future practice. As such, this assignment will reflect on the teaching methods used to promote the development and confidence of a Year 4 pupil with Autism Spectrum Condition (ASC) during a class discussion. In line with Tripp’s (2012) methodology, it will investigate the literature on child-development and well-being and relate findings to the incident in order to draw informed conclusions and suggestions for future practice. It will argue that, despite many benefits for ASC learners, behaviourist strategies need to be complemented with social constructivist and social learning models if pupils with ASC are to achieve strong feelings of self-efficacy and well-being. Finally, the essay will outline suggestions for future practice based on the strategies used by the teacher during the critical incident.

Reflection On Practice

Reflective practice has been identified as a key feature of the implementation of the Curriculum for Wales (Donaldson, 2015, p. 71). Furthermore, theorists have explored the potential for reflection to improve teaching practice and provided models for reflection upon which this assignment is based. An early pioneer of reflective practice theory, Dewey asserted that teachers should be able to embrace new ideas and identify and evaluate the consequences of their methods (Zwozdiak-Myers, 2012, pp. 5-6). In addition, Kolb provided a model for reflection, which centred on learning through experience (Zwozdiak-Myers, 2012, pp.41-6). For Kolb, practitioners should continually reflect on practical experiences in order to adapt their methods (Zwozdiak-Myers, 2012, pp.41-6). Schon similarly emphasised the importance of reflecting on experiences to inform future practice but asserted that this can also be done in real time (Zwozdiak-Myers, 2012, pp.37-41). These models highlight the potential for reflection to enable teachers to adapt to a situation and to improve future practice. However, Kolb’s and Schon’s models do not emphasise the need for engagement with specialist theory. Conversely, Tripp (2012) argued that linking critical incidents - identified within school - to specialist theory can help teachers reflect on and adapt practices that are embedded in their work. Thus, Tripps’ framework is especially helpful in enabling practitioners to deepen their understanding of the events taking place in school. This model forms a basis for this essay, which will draw on theory regarding well-being, child development and ASC to evaluate a critical incident. 

Literature Review

This essay explores the role of the teacher in fostering child development and well-being in ASC pupils by facilitating positive peer relationships. As such, this review will begin with an overview of key literature relating to the links between positive peer relationships and child well-being and development. The Curriculum for Wales (2020, Developing a Vision for Curriculum Design) identifies “positive relationships” and “mental and emotional well-being”, supported by “confidence, resilience and empathy”, as fundamental to its purpose of cultivating “healthy” and “confident individuals”. Furthermore, both the Special Educational Needs Code of Practice (2004, p.28) and the Additional Learning Needs Code for Wales (2021, p.43) for Wales state that ALN pupils should play an active role in their own development in order to ensure their confidence and self-esteem. It is essential, then, to address literature surrounding the role of well-being, confidence, and self-efficacy in child development. 

Maslow was a key theorist in this area. He stressed the importance of children’s physical health and safety, but also argued that feelings of acceptance and belonging in social groups must be met for them to develop cognitively and creatively (Maslow, 2013). Moreover, Maslow (2013) placed self-esteem and the respect children receive from others before cognitive and creative development in his hierarchy of needs. More recently, Janet Rose (2016) has explored the link between physical and emotional health, and social relationships. For Rose (2016), social relationships operate in conjunction with physical and emotional health to shape a child’s well-being. Crucially, whilst Maslow (2013) argued physical health and feelings of safety precede positive social relationships, Rose (2016) maintained that these aspects of well-being are all interdependent. In other words, social relationships are key to children’s physical and emotional well-being. Others have shown that social relationships can determine a child’s sense of confidence and motivation. Young Minds (2019, quoted in Burton, Howard and Livermore 2020, pp. 71-2), for instance, identified the ability to make friends, as well as confidence in asking for help, as key markers of self-esteem in children. Howard, Burton and Levermore (2020, pp.86-9) argued that by creating an environment that fosters positive relationships, schools can augment a child’s sense of self-esteem and, therefore, their sense of self-efficacy. Like all children, self-esteem and feelings of self-efficacy – confidence in their abilities to accomplish tasks - are key to the well-being and development of pupils with ALN (Clarke and Guise and Page, 2021, pp. 378-9). However, it is common for children with ALN to struggle to feel a sense of belonging amongst their peers (Clarke and Guise and Page, 2021, pp. 376-7). Page (2021, pp. 327-28) has stated that teachers can play a key role in the development of pupils with ASC by facilitating interactions with other children which, they maintain, can help those pupils develop social skills. In summary, the literature shows that, in order to promote well-being and self-efficacy in children, including those with ASC, a teacher has a responsibility to cultivate positive social relationships amongst children. This review will now evaluate the insights of various learning theories into promoting self-efficacy and well-being amongst pupils with ASC.

Behaviourist strategies for learning and classroom management remain prevalent in schools today (Gray and Macblain, 2015, pp.47-62). These strategies focus on enhancing motivation for positive actions through external rewards and reducing motivation for undesirable behaviours through external consequences. Such practice is informed by the behaviourist model of learning, pioneered by John B. Watson in the early twentieth century (Gray and Macblain, 2015, p.51). Watson demonstrated, through practical experiments, that the experiences of children condition their responses to external stimuli (Gray and Macblain, 20, pp.51-4). This strategy – of using external stimuli to condition a response – has been labelled classical conditioning. Watson argued that if he could control all aspects of a child’s external environment, he could shape their aspirations and life outcomes, including the vocation they chose to pursue in adulthood (Gray and Macblain, 2015, pp.51-4). Watson’s experiments did show that fearful responses can be both instilled and relieved through classical conditioning (Gray and Macblain, 2015, pp.51-4). Furthermore, this strategy can help young children to develop positive behaviours. For example, a teacher could condition pupils to stop talking upon a signal, such as raising their hand.  However, Watson’s model erases the intrinsic motivations of children, as well as their emotional and physical needs. Another prominent behaviourist, B.F. Skinner, advocated for operant conditioning strategies, which provide external rewards for positive behaviour and negative consequences for undesirable behaviour (Gray and Macblain, 2015, pp. 55-60). In this model, children do not merely enact trained response to external stimuli. Rather, their actions are shaped by the rewards and consequences they have been conditioned to expect. Indeed, rewards such as praise and choice time, alongside visually clear guides such as reward charts, are clear methods to teach and reinforce desirable behaviour. Additionally, this clarity has helped practitioners working with children with ASC to discourage potentially harmful behaviours and to foster linguistic and social development (Gray and Macblain, 2015, pp.51-4; Page, 2021; Axelrod, McElrath and Wine, 2012). Yet, this model overlooks the physical, social, and emotional needs of children. For instance, by focussing on external rewards for desirable behaviour, it neglects the importance of social relationships in which children learn from their peers, as well as the adults in their lives. In addition, children may have physical and emotional needs that must be met before they can engage with operant conditioning strategies. In other words, a child who is hungry may experience fatigue, as well as emotions like anger, which make it difficult for them to meet the expectations placed on them. Furthermore, in focussing on developing normative behaviours, behaviourist models do not provide a framework for facilitating the contributions pupils with ASC can make to their school communities. Therefore, other models of child development must be also explored in order to understand how to help children thrive as active contributors to their own learning and that of their peers. 

Social constructivist and social learning models of child development offer insights into maximising self-esteem and self-efficacy in children. Vygotsky, who pioneered the social constructivist model, argued that children learn through their relationships with others (Gray and Macblain, 2015, pp.91-112). Moreover, for Vygotsky, children require tasks that fit into their Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) – tasks that are challenging but achievable – for their development to progress (Gray and Macblain, 2015, pp.91-112). Crucially, he noted that when children cannot achieve these tasks independently, they can benefit from the scaffolding, or support, of an adult (Gray and Macblain, 2015, pp.91-112). Thus, in his model, children’s relationships, particularly with adults, are key to their development. Vygotsky showed children require more than rewards and consequences to learn. Rather they need relationships that provide them with support, as well as behaviours to model. However, Vygotsky’s emphasis on the importance of an adult in supporting learning meant he neglected the role of peers in child development. Furthermore, he did not discuss the value that supporting, and being supported by, a peer can hold for a child’s well-being and self-efficacy. Social learning theorists have offered frameworks that can help illuminate the full potential for peer relationships. Bronfenbrenner’s “bioecological model” of child development is helpful in identifying the range of relationships and influences that shape a child’s development (Bronfenbrenner and Ceci, 1994, quoted in Gray and Macblain, 2015, p.121). Furthermore, he argued that whilst a child is influenced by their immediate relationships at home and in school, they also have agency in shaping the actions of those around them (Gray and Macblain, 2015, pp121-28). His model, then, provides a framework to understand the value of children, including those with ASC, to those around them. Another social learning theorist, Bandura, can help us understand the impact this may have on a child’s self-esteem. He contended that children not only imitate but identify with the behaviour of their peers and the adults in their lives (Gray and Macblain, 2015, pp. 116-21). Thus, when children see a parent or a peer succeed, they can develop confidence and self-efficacy as they come to see themselves as capable of success (Gray and Macblain, 2015, pp. 116-21). Moreover, for Bandura, being given opportunities to succeed themselves heightens a child’s sense of self-efficacy (Gray and Macblain, 2015, pp. 116-21).  As such, it is important for children to see their peers’ achieving success, but also to be seen achieving success themselves. This essay will now study, through the lens of the critical incident, how pupils with ASC can benefit from learning from their peers and seeing them succeed. It will also explore methods to enable ASC pupils to scaffold their peers’ learning and provide a model of success for their peers to identify with. 

Critical Incident Observation

The critical incident occurred in a mainstream Year 4 class of approximately 23 pupils. It took place in the classroom during a lesson on making inferences. This was the first lesson of the day, starting at around 9:15 am. The class was mixed ability, with a support group working on one table with a Learning Support Assistant (LSA). The teacher began with an explanation of inferences. They then put up a drawing of moles underground and asked the pupils to use it to make inferences on their whiteboards, which they could then share with the class if they put their hands up. Subsequently, the teacher gave out items of footwear, one per table, and asked the pupils to write inferences about the footwear in their books. During this lesson, Pupil A, who has visual impairment and ASC, was sat at the table closest to the front of the class, with a device that displayed the board up close, enabling them to see it. Although Pupil A has a one-to-one LSA, during this lesson they sat away from them to help them attain their target of developing independence. This essay will now analyse the critical incident to show how the teacher managed peer relationships in the classroom to support Pupil A’s independence, self-efficacy, and well-being. 

When the teacher was asking pupils to contribute the inferences they made on their whiteboards to the class, he requested five ideas from different pupils, explaining that they would then need to move on. By doing so, the teacher let the pupils know that, although there was not time for all of them to contribute, he nevertheless valued all of their ideas. Initially, Pupil A did not put his hand up, but listened to others’ inferences. Notably, the pupil listened and looked at the whiteboard of the pupil next to them as they shared their inference with the class. Furthermore, every time a pupil shared an idea with the class, they received praise from the teacher. After three pupils shared their inferences, Pupil A put his hand up. The teacher then said, “I’m so glad you’ve got your hand up” and asked them to share their idea with the class. The pupil asked for reassurance, saying they “were not sure” but that they had written down an idea. The teacher asked to read out the idea to the class, and Pupil A acceded. The pupil had written that “there is a light” but did not add an inference. The teacher then asked Pupil A why there might be a light, suggesting that it might not be a light that is common underground. Pupil A replied that it looks like a light people have in houses. The teacher asked if that suggested the picture could be of a “house for something”. The pupil answered that it could be the moles’ house. The teacher then said “I like that… we picked it apart”, before moving on to the next pupil. Notably, Pupil A remained engaged throughout the rest of the lesson, spending time studying the footwear they had been given and using it to write inferences in their book independently. 

The teacher’s methods in this incident relate to various theories on child development and well-being. The behaviourist strategy of classical conditioning was employed to teach the pupils to put their hand up and listen whilst class discussions take place. Operant conditioning, through the use of praise, was also used to reinforce this behaviour. In addition, in offering support to Pupil A when they were articulating their idea, the teacher acted as the knowledgeable adult identified by Vygotsky (Gray and Macblain, 2015, pp.91-112). Similarly, by allowing pupils to articulate their ideas to the class, the teacher also enabled the pupils to scaffold the learning of their peers. This was apparent when Pupil A observed the child next to them contributing their idea. This may have given Pupil A the understanding they needed to offer their own contribution. This ties to Bronfenbrenner’s model in which children influence those around them, including their peers (Gray and Macblain, 2015, pp121-28). In this class, the agency of the children in their learning was encouraged. Moreover, by allowing pupils to contribute to the class, and praising them for doing so, the teacher showed the class that their ideas were valued. In line with Bandura’s ideas on children identifying with the success of those around them, this may have given Pupil A the sense of self-efficacy and reassurance they needed to put their hand up (Gray and Macblain, 2015, pp. 116-21). This essay will now expand on the impact of these strategies in promoting well-being and self-efficacy in children. 

Teaching and Learning Methods

As discussed, behaviourist strategies were used by the teacher during the critical incident. Teaching pupils to put their hands up during a class discussion is an example of classical conditioning. This strategy allowed each pupil to talk to the whole class without other pupils speaking over them. Furthermore, the teacher used operant conditioning by praising each pupil for their ideas. In particular, he praised Pupil A for putting their hand up and then, subsequently, for the value of their idea. This method was used to show the children that their ideas were correct. Moreover, by praising Pupil A for putting their hand up, the teacher reinforced the pupil’s engagement in the class discussion. The effectiveness of this strategy within the incident supports the idea that praise can be particularly effective in teaching pupils with ASC to engage in positive behaviours (Page, 2021; Gray and Macblain, 2015, pp. 59-60; Axelrod, Mcelrath, and Wine, 2012). Together, these strategies helped establish a calm, attentive environment for the pupils to share their ideas, and provided encouragement to the pupils. However, behaviourist strategies have limitations when not complemented with other methods. Teaching the pupils to raise their hands can establish a calm environment, but it does not provide pupils with the challenging tasks or scaffolding they need to develop their self-esteem, self-efficacy, and cognitive understanding. Furthermore, praise for correct answers has the potential to undermine the confidence of pupils who offer ideas that do not meet the success criteria. Crucially, the teacher used other strategies to ensure the pupils’ understanding, development, and confidence. 

During the incident the teacher used the social constructivist strategy of scaffolding to support the pupils’ learning. When Pupil A shared his idea with the class, without including an inference, the teacher asked leading questions to help the pupil construct their own inference in front of their peers. This ensured that Pupil A could contribute to the class in the same way as their peers and enabled the teacher to reinforce their answer with praise. As such, scaffolding Pupil A’s learning aided their understanding of inferences and supported their confidence in contributing to class discussions. Furthermore, the teacher’s decision to allow pupils to contribute their ideas to the class facilitated scaffolding between peers. For example, Pupil A observed the pupil next to them giving their answer. This provided an opportunity for Pupil A to learn from their peer’s idea. By allowing the pupils to scaffold their peers’ learning, the teachers’ methods illustrated the importance of social learning models that stress the agency of children in their own development and that of their peers. The children were seen to be influencing their peers and their teacher, as outlined in Bronnfenbrenner’s work (Gray and Macblain, 2015, pp121-28). Bandura’s idea that children identify with and internalise the behaviours of their peers is also relevant (Gray and Macblain, 2015, pp. 116-21).  The class discussion gave pupils the opportunity to see their peers make contributions in a supportive environment, and thereby identify with their peers as confident and capable learners. Pupil A was able to see that their peers were giving answers in a supportive, reassuring environment, and subsequently put their own hand up. However, these methods of scaffolding can have potential negative impacts. Pupils who continually receive scaffolding from their teacher or peers, without having the chance to reciprocate, may come to identify themselves as passive learners and as less capable than others. Yet, by giving Pupil A the chance to contribute their own idea, the teacher gave them agency in scaffolding the learning of the other pupils. This is crucial, as it framed Pupil A as more than just a passive learner who simply needs to learn from the teacher and their peers. Rather, the teacher gave Pupil A the chance to show that they are a valuable member of the class from whom everybody else can learn. 

To summarise, the teacher used strategies that nurtured positive relationships between pupils in order to promote their confidence, independence and development. Pupil A’s response showed that strategies which emphasise social learning can be particularly helpful in enabling pupils with ASC to develop as active and valued contributors to their schools.  Thus, they can be employed to meet the Four Purposes of the Curriculum for Wales (2020, Developing a Vision for Curriculum Design), which aim to create “ambitious” and independent learners who are capable of forming “positive relationships based on trust and mutual respect”. 

Discussion

This critical incident demonstrates that positive, trusting relationships between pupils and teachers can build learners’ confidence and enable them to become active contributors to their class. Moreover, it has shown that creating a positive learning environment can also nurture positive relationships between pupils that facilitate their development and provide them with a positive sense of identity as contributors to their class. In this case, the teacher’s methods proved particularly illuminative in revealing that pupils with ASC can benefit from being able to contribute to the learning of their peers. Although there are no pupils with ASC in my current class, I would still like to draw on the methods used by the teacher to develop the confidence, self-efficacy and well-being of all my pupils. 

 My current class is a Year 6 mixed ability class of 29 pupils. The pupils generally have positive relationships with each other and with myself. Nevertheless, drawing on the critical incident, I would like to include more class discussions to my lessons, so that pupils have the opportunity to aid the learning of their peers. Furthermore, a small group of pupils currently dominate class discussions, putting their hands up and giving answers whilst other pupils are less engaged. Moreover, pupils in the class often tell other pupils that they are wrong when they give an answer that is not correct and take over tasks when they perceive that their peers are not doing them properly. This reveals some potential obstacles to social constructivist and social learning models. The pupils’ desire to take over tasks from their peers shows that scaffolding between peers can leave some pupils passive and can even cause them to disengage. Furthermore, the pupils’ labelling of their peers’ ideas as incorrect can cause them to identify themselves as less able, rather than as successful individuals. In order to promote more positive relationships, which enable the pupils to build each other’s confidence, I will draw on the methods used by the teacher in the critical incident. In particular, I will praise pupils for offering suggestions to the class. This draws on Skinner’s exploration of operant conditioning, as the act of offering an idea to the class will be positively reinforced. This will let the pupils know that their ideas are valued, regardless of their content. In addition, rather than dismissing answers that are incorrect or irrelevant to the topic being discussed, I will scaffold the pupil’s learning to ensure that they can provide a valuable contribution to the class. By doing so, I will give all pupils opportunities to scaffold the learning of their peers, with the aims of raising the levels of respect between the pupils and of elevating the self-esteem and self-efficacy of the less engaged pupils. Here, influenced by Bandura’s work, I have the aim of encouraging pupils to identify with the success of their peers within a network of relationships that also encourages their own contributions (Gray and Macblain, 2015, pp. 116-21). Bandura also argued that children require tasks that build their skillsets, as well as positive affirmation, to develop high levels of self-efficacy (Gray and Macblain, 2015, pp. 116-21). By cultivating peer relationships that build all the pupils’ levels of engagement, I aim to help them build confidence and independence in their learning.  In addition, by including more peer scaffolding in my lessons, I am adapting Vygotsky’s model, which emphasises the teacher’s role in supporting learning, to give more agency to the pupils (Gray and Macblain, 2015, pp.91-112). Thus, my lessons will also draw on Bronfenbrenners’ idea that children are not simply learners but also teach those around them (Gray and Macblain, 2015, pp121-28). 

Conclusion and Recommendations

To conclude, my research into the critical incident has shown that social learning and social constructivist strategies can help teachers build confidence, self-efficacy, and well-being in pupils and thereby promote child-development. These strategies give pupils the chance to support each other’s learning and, by doing so, help them build a sense of identity as capable learners. In particular, strategies such as class discussions, praise and scaffolding can help pupils build positive relationships with their teacher and with their peers. As such, these approaches foster positive, encouraging environments for all learners. Moreover, as behaviourist approaches alone do not maximise the potential for learners to contribute to their class’ learning, I aim to draw on the methods used by the teacher in my own class to facilitate positive pupil collaboration and relationships. I will use these approaches to help all my pupils. However, it is especially important to deploy them when teaching pupils with ASC, for whom behaviourist approaches are particularly popular and who often struggle with low self-esteem and to understand their role in their school communities. 

By undertaking this research, I have also moved towards meeting the Professional Teaching Standards of the Welsh Government (2019), which include Pedagogy, Collaboration, Leadership, Professional Learning, and Innovation. By employing strategies of reflective practice, I have been able to engage with specialist literature, analyse the work of another teacher and its impact on pupils, and use my findings to inform my own future practice. As such I have developed my pedagogical knowledge, collaborated through studying another teacher, and engaged in professional learning. Furthermore, my research will help me to innovate strategies for promoting positive relationships in the classroom drawing on specialist literature, and to develop my leadership skills in creating positive classroom environments. 
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Appendices

Observation Notes

	Date and time, year group:


	Where and When: Context of the observation – subject/AOLE, general classroom context

Year 3 class, 9:15, LLC





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

During a lesson on making inferences, the teacher asked the pupils to write an inference down on their whiteboards, relating to a drawing on the screen of a group of moles underground. Pupil A is visually impaired and has ALN. To support him to access the image, he had an Ipad in front of him to give him the same view as the rest of the class. This enabled him to write several inferences down. Furthermore, the teacher asked some pupils to share their inferences. Pupil A put his hand up and the teacher said “I’m so glad you put your hand up”, showing that the pupils opinion was valuable to him and the rest of the class. The teacher asked Pupil A if he could read his inference out to the class and the pupil agreed. The teacher read the inference, which was that “on the left there is a light”. The pupil had not made an inference relating to the light, so the teacher asked him why he thought it might be there. The pupil said they did not know, so the teacher asked what sort of light it was. The pupil responded that it might be the sort of light you see in a house. The teacher asked if he thought “it might be a house for something”. The pupil answered that it could be the moles’ house. The teacher replied “I like that we picked it apart”. Later into the lesson, the pupil’s iPad switches off, and they walk up to the screen to see the board, demonstrating their need for the technology. However, the pupil’s engagement was strong throughout their time in the lesson (the Teaching Assistant switches the camera back on for the pupil) and they complete their work despite leaving early for an intervention.  
 







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

This incident is an example of effective practices for inclusivity regarding pupils with ALN. In particular, the use of technology allowed the visually impaired pupil to participate in the task in the same way as the other pupils. Moreover, the incident also demonstrates the effectiveness of blending social constructivist, behvaiourist, and humanist learning techniques to encourage participation for pupils with ALN. The pupil having his hand up is an example of classical conditioning, whereby the pupils are taught that having their hand up will lead to the teacher responding to what they have to say. In terms of social constructivism, Pupil A did not have his hand up until several other pupils had already answered. Seeing them modelling providing an answer may have encouraged Pupil A to give his. Moreover, by praising the pupil for putting his hand up, and working with them to make an inference, the teacher frames them as a more knowledgeable other for the rest of the class. It would be interesting to explore the effect this can have on teaching children to value ALN pupils, as well as its potential to raise the confidence and self-esteem of ALN pupils themselves. Finally, by asking the pupil if he could read his work out, the teacher did not force them into providing their answer to the class. This may have been to prevent them feeling anxious or uncomfortable about doing work in fear of it being read out to the class against their will. As such, this humanist model may have given the pupil the reassurance needed to write down their ideas on the whiteboard. 








	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)

This is the first lesson of the day, with the incident taking place at 9:15 am. There are few distractions, with the class being very attentive to the teacher whilst he engages individuals who put their hand up. The teacher has explained clearly to the class that he would like five ideas from separate individuals, and they all understand that they need to put their hand up for him to ask them. 
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