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

Matthew Harper
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Introduction

This essay will explore a critical incident observed in a school-based setting.  The incident will be described, analysed and critically examined in a bid to better understand the motivations of the child.  By doing so, it is hoped that potential insights gained will develop a reflective approach to teaching; an examination of these approaches should lead to better educational outcomes both for the children and the teacher.

Tripp (2012 : 25) describes a critical incident as appearing, “typical rather than ‘critical’ at first sight but are rendered critical through analysis”.  So, then, by that very definition, the incident observed may seem arbitrary but should reveal, on closer inspection, fresh insights into the motivations of a child in foundation phase.

The case study should highlight the child’s attitude, approach and resilience to learning.  An examination of these dispositions within the context of a critical incident will provide the observer with data, an insight if you will, into a small portion of a child’s day in school.  There are a number of other considerations in relation to the ethical implications of the case study and certainly into education theory relating to the child, but this will be discussed later in the methodology and literature review, respectively. 

Observation

The school is a Catholic faith-based school in Penarth, an affluent area of Vale of Glamorgan.  A 2015 inspection of the school by Estyn (Estyn.gov.wales, 2019) deemed it “good”.  At the time of the inspection there were approximately 221 children on role.  The school has an adjoining nursery wing which acts as a feeder for the primary school.  The children at the school range between the ages of 3 – 11.  It is a single form entry school.  There are 9% children eligible for free school meals and this falls below the Welsh average of 21%.  Out of the learning cohort, 21% have been identified as having additional learning needs, though very few children have statements.  Children from ethnic and minority backgrounds make up 21% of the learning cohort and mostly all of them receive support with English as it is, for them, an additional language.

The school itself has extensive grounds, the main playgrounds off the foundation phase and key stage two building are concrete but have play structures with safety flooring.  There is a large playing field for sports.  The school also benefits from a meadow and a forest, which are both well utilised for outdoor learning and ‘forest school’.  The school has recently benefited from a refurbishment, the classes are large, light and airy.  The resources within the classrooms are strong, stable and well laid out.  As part of the refurbishment and in conjunction with an outside charitable organisation, the school shares a large purpose-built separate nursery wing.  It was planned with the intention of providing a large space to grow the school nursery cohort as well as giving the children freedom to explore their surroundings.

Methodology

For an examination of a critical incident, research was conducted by nonparticipant observation. The research was carried out overtly, notes were taken as the incident played out.  It was hoped that the narrative note taking would provide a “rich and vivid description of events relevant to case” (Hitchcock and Hughes. 1995. p317).  There were no preconceived ideas before entering the classroom as to what to base the study on, the class was observed as a whole.  On closer attention to a child sitting at the back of the class, which was later identified to be ‘his spot’, it was decided that his behaviour would satisfy the criteria for the examination of a critical incident.  The participant shall be herein referred to as Child A, and so “accord them their rights to confidentiality and anonymity” (Bera.  2012.  Guideline 40).  The child in question did not know that they were being observed, so was unlikely to have amended behaviour.  Previously, three days had already been spent in this classroom in the capacity of student teacher and the children were therefore acclimatised to an ‘other adult’ being present and taking notes.  On some occasions, support was provided for them, by the ‘other adult’ to assist with their work.  The organic and naturalistic element of note taking did not appear to unnerve Child A so an overt observation of typical behaviours was more prevalent.

Data was collected via unstructured narrative as this allowed a finer focus on the task at hand without any preconceived ideas or outcomes.  A positive element of this style of writing is that of “general appeal (…) strong in reality” (Cohen, Mannion, Morrison.  2007. P253).  The conversational, informal style means that the written material can be easily understood and engaged with, the writing is “immediately intelligible” (Cohen, Mannion, Morrison.  2007. P253). 

Further advantages of this research meant that the child was unaware that they were being observed and, as mentioned previously, would be unlikely to have amended behavioural patterns.  The class was also Child A’s natural environment and having witnessed many other professionals in the class would not see my presence there as alien.  
There are some disadvantages to this approach.  It would be neither valid nor reliable as the data pool would be shallow, namely one participant, the resulting sample not being large enough to be truly representative.  The notes taken were also anecdotal.  As for the replication of the observation in another classroom in another school, this also would be highly troublesome.  Each observation would, by the naturalistic element of the approach, be unique and singularly representative of that moment.  

Furthermore, the observation occurred organically therefore notes taken were highly subjective, being conscious of this meant that a record of notes was kept based on what was seen and what was said.  This provided a factual account, devoid of opinion and conjecture.  The examination of notes and subsequent comments and conjecture will come later on in the essay, though posed critically and professionally.  On a positive note, the subtle complexity of the notes should allow for “a step to action … be directly interpreted and put to use for staff and individual staff development and self-development” (Cohen, Manion & Morrison 2007 : 256). It is this ‘step to action’ which will form the base from which an analysis of a critical incident will be carried out.

Four Purposes

The critical incident observed occurred during Year 2 Science and Technology.  The session was centred around the human body, with reference to disease, germs, immunities, pasteurisation and vaccines.  Firstly, it is pertinent to point out that this was the second session in what would be several sessions under the topic ‘The Human Body’.  The session started with a retrieval exercise, this is a whole school process and aims to build on learners ‘foundation of factual knowledge’ and it is strongly believed that the practice of recall is a ‘powerful tool for improving learning’ (New Curriculum for Wales Guide.  p5).  The children verbally call out as much information as they can remember, sometimes the teacher allows them to call out indiscriminately and on other  times the teacher utilises an assessment for all mechanism to elicit response.  The virtues of this type of practice is certainly supported by a number of key researchers.  The Save the Children foundation discusses the need for children to have both their ’cognitive’ and ‘linguistic’ (UWTSD provided PowerPoint) needs met, approaching the child holistically.  The constructivist school of thinking, in particularly JB Miller, talked about the need to ‘build on previous knowledge’, to ‘construct own meaning’.  This will only be covered briefly here as educational theory will be covered later in this essay when reporting back on a literature review.  The amount of information recalled by the student cohort in year 2 would strongly support this.  The school cultural practice of information recall at the start of every session meant that nearly all children were observed calling out facts; confidently and with ease.  This in turn would suggest that the children can easily be classified under Donaldson’s ‘four purposes’ as working towards being ‘Ambitious and Capable Learners’ (Donaldson 2015).

The critical incident is centred around a child who is believed to have ‘autistic spectrum disorder’ but is yet to receive a formal statement of educational need.  Child A sits on the same seat at the same table when undertaking work, it is their area and it supports the need for consistency and routine.  The teacher has two commands when she wants Child A to return or remain on task.  If Child A is wandering about, the teacher simply says, “your chair or your spot” (the chair is a fixed place by a table, the spot is a rubber mat which can be moved around and is an indicator of where Child A needs to be and this is understood.)  The teacher always gives a count down from five and without fail a return to the chair or spot happens every time.  This Pavlovian trained response to verbal commands is clearly entrenched in day to day practice.

On the day in question, the child was required to draw / label a human skeletal system. Child A had a visual prompt in front of and the worksheet was differentiated to allow them to fill in the gaps on the picture.  When the teacher came around the table to see how the child was getting on, a penguin had been drawn.  Child A was reminded that the objective was to label a human skeletal system and then the teacher moved on to the next child.  The child redrew the picture paying attention to the skeletal system of the penguin.  Child A had applied prior knowledge and recent picture prompt to re-draw a skeletal system of a penguin. The teacher, on her return, commented that although this was not the objective, that she was proud of the techniques that Child A had used to complete the drawing.  When I spoke with the teacher afterwards, she explained that there were a number of targets in place for this child.  The main ones being that they remain in class, verbally contributes during elicitation and completes tasks set to the best of ability.  The fact that Child A had reinterpreted the task to fit own context did not bother her.  Actually, it could be argued that, on this occasion, Child A was quite the ‘enterprising and creative contributor’ (Donaldson 2015).

Literature Review

Child A was the only child in the class to not follow the exact task set by the teacher.  It could be argued that the task was not understood.  However, the lesson objective was put on the board, it was verbally recorded into a device that could be accessed on the desk and the teacher reiterated the objective when she came to check on progress.  Again, the child is believed to have undiagnosed ASD but although this would potentially alter an approach to the task, the fact that the teacher and Child A have a good relationship and have set clear boundaries means that Child A has chosen not to execute the exact lesson objective set.
Child A has chosen to be autonomous in approach. Actually, Jean Piaget would say that Child A has assimilated knowledge learned in the classroom; that is to say Child A has activated prior knowledge of human skeleton system and reapplied this knowledge to include a skeleton system of a penguin.  Child A displays characteristics with the ‘lone scientist’ (Piaget).  Child A, through the natural course of the day, explores and interacts with the provision set out in the classroom.  Much of this provision is centred around the theme of the ‘Human Body’, therefore provocation activities have triggered an interest in anatomy and have prompted a further exploration of penguins, as mentioned previously, Child A’s chosen context. The  autonomous approach predicated by environment.  

The constructivist theorist Lev Vygotsky would agree, presumably, with Piaget. Vygotsky talks extensively about the interaction with the environment, like Piaget.  Where it is believed that both Piaget and Vygotsky would differ may lie in Vygotsky’s discussion on the ‘Zone Proximal Development’ (McLeod.  2019), the teacher, in this scenario, intervened, reminding Child A of the class learning objective of ‘Human Body’, in particular, the skeleton system and Child A then redesigned the picture to include a skeleton system, just not of the human body.  Another point of disagreement would be that of the Piaget’s theory of ‘lone scientist’ (Massey.ac.nz, 2019) the individual as a constructivist and Vygotsky’s theory that we are ‘social animals’, that we construct knowledge through social networks.

However the similarities that both theorist share enable a more critical view of Child A behaviour, the main premise of constructivism being that the learner takes prior knowledge and builds on it to construct new meaning.  That Child A would not simply be a passive bystander on the learning journey, rather an active participant, keen to both absorb and assimilate new knowledge.  To take further learning and generalise this knowledge in new context, a context of own choosing.  It is difficult, here, to not attribute some of the intrinsic learning goals to ASD, for research clearly outlines that people with ASD have “intense and highly-focused interests, often from a fairly young age” (Autism.org.uk, 2019).  It also makes for a difficult analysis of this critical incident when trying to cite constructivist theory, well Vygotsky at least, as Child A is not really a ‘social animal’ rather he does ‘not seek interaction with other people’ (Autism.org.uk, 2019).  But, certainly, consciously or unconsciously, Child A is observed displaying characteristics linked to both constructivist and humanist theory.
Humanist Theory also offers some insight into the critical incident observed.  This theory is the antithesis of all that constructivism stand for.  John Holt believed that “children should be self-directed … choices maintain higher motivation” (Holt 2009).  Here, though, the teacher would need to be mindful of the impact of her practice.  She would have to consciously allow each child to choose their area of study, select methods which support these and, without unnatural control and intervention, allow the learning to flourish.  The learning objectives would need to be met discreetly.  Also, the child would have to choose when they wished to be assessed and by what method.  Child A would certainly show traits that lend themselves to this theory, though inadvertently rather than explicitly.  Also, the motivation to be assessed would potentially be non-existent as ASD would mean that praise and / or affirmation for efforts would not be sought.  Although, when verbal reassurance and praise was given to Child A during the observation, Child A appeared pleased.

Humanist theory offers a prosaic view of education, it’s almost utopic in its reach.  It could be argued that all educators strive to instil elements of this theory in their practice but that extrinsic pressures of local and governmental policy would dictate that a more provable, measured system of learning should be implemented.

Donaldson (2015) outlines in his ‘Areas of Learning : Health and Wellbeing’ and his ‘Four purposes ; Healthy and Confident Learners’ the importance of treating children holistically.  That they are recognised as needing all areas of their lives nourished that educational assessment is not just the priority.  A view shared by Kirsty Williams AM and Professor Hargreaves, in a recent live YouTube lecture hosted by the ‘Education Welfare Council’ on ‘Equality and Inclusion’, both agreed that education is not just about ‘exam results’.  That education needed to ‘value diversity and respect relationships’.  Professor Hargreaves went on to discuss that the educational system in Ontario, Canada, has a culture of ‘take care of people, take care of everything.  Maybe Humanist theory could offer more to the British schooling system than originally thought.  It is clear that a change of ethos and culture, and a radical overhaul of the educational system is needed.  Otherwise, why would Wales repeatedly score the lowest of all nations in the internationally recognised Pisa results. 

The Successful Futures report written by Donaldson outlines many suggestion areas covered by popular educational theory, government policy and already successful European and International education policy.  It shifts emphasis onto holistic teaching and imports the value of a more child led curriculum.  
Child A, as mentioned previously, has undiagnosed ASD.  It is extremely probable that a diagnosis will be given as one has been given previously, in another country and other professionals recognise characteristics (teacher, learning support assistant).  It is difficult to attribute negative characteristics to non-complaint class behaviours and expectations as it can be argued that Child A does not deliberately set out to break rules.  However, treating Child A with equality would not mean ignoring behaviours but managing them in a way that meets their needs and the overarching needs of the class and school.  Sarah Jayne Blakemore (2012) gave a TED talk on the ‘adolescent brain’ she disputed previous thinking that the adolescent brain was only most active in its formative years but that the brain continued to develop and re-develop right into adulthood.  Certainly, the child’s formative years have the highest period of intense activity and when synapses seem to form and re-form when learning new things.  It stands to reason, then, that Child A, like other typical children, if not challenged will see a decline in new synapses developments and in terms of education growth make limited strides.  It would seem more important then ever, with intense support and intervention, to challenge Child A’s typical thinking and behaviours.  The UNCRC, (Unicef UK, 2019), article 3, would support this argument, “Everyone who works with children should always do what is  best for each child”.  There is conflict here, though, the Humanist theorist, Holt, would surely agree with this article in the UNCRC but would argue that what is best is for the child is to explore what comes naturally and without direct intervention from a significant other.

Reflection / Evaluation & Next Steps

The ability to reflect on a number of situations relating to own practice and to assimilate this into your typical day never seems more pertinent than it does in the Donaldson (2015) era of education.  He advises that children, during their school career and onwards should be “ethical, informed citizens of Wales and the world”.  It can be argued that the ability to be ‘ethical’ and ‘informed’ would solely rest on one’s ability to reflect; to consider something from someone else’s point of view.  The ability to suspend our own personal beliefs, allowing for the potential for change of view or at the very least a consideration of, should surely make a person a better citizen.  A better teacher.

Lindgren (Lindgren 2016 : Page 136) talks about the main benefit of reflective practice as “ … a set of methodologies to allow practitioners (…) to intensively explore an individual teaching issue in a structured way”.  So, then, the responsibility for reflection lies not only with children in school but educators also.  I chose to structure my critical incident via observation, I outlined in my methodology the advantages and disadvantages of my method.  I looked at a number of theorists surrounding ‘Reflective Practice’ namely; Dewey (1933) and Gibbs (1998) but decided on Rolfe, the simplicity of his reflective practice methodology “What? So what?  What next?” (Rolfe 2001), really appealed to me, and as a method easily remembered and to put into practice.

What?  I undertook an observation.  On reflection, the critical incident and its prompting of further evaluation have been illuminating.  From the simple starting point of Child A selecting own context, asserting autonomy and my exploration of what this means in terms of both educational context and health and wellbeing, have left me with much to think about.  

So what?   I critically analysed the narrative data in line with educational theory.  The main theme for me was that of the constructivist approach to learning.  In class, Child A employed many strategies to enhance a personal learning experience.  In quasi-collaboration with the teacher, Child A used prior knowledge, applied it to what the teacher outlined in lesson objective and re-constructed an own outcome.  

What next? As the session was on ‘Human Body’ and the ‘skeletal system’ would it be possible to provide the children with not only a lesson objective that applies to the human skeletal system but to other animals as well.  Considering the co-construction of learning outcome as an assessment for learning activity, Black and Wiliam’s (1998) suggests “standards can be raised only by changes that put into direct practice by teachers and pupils in the classroom”.  The activity could be posed as an extension activity.  This would not only allow children to show that they can take knowledge learned and apply it in other areas but to generalise this knowledge leading to deeper learning.  Child A, due to undiagnosed ASD will naturally want to challenge authority, this will be done unwittingly as Child A does not fully understand social cues and collective school behavioural compliance.  In consultation with the class ‘Learning Support Assistant’ it might be possible to support and encourage own learning with a simple change in language and in the way that the learning objectives are set.  That is not to say that Child A does not complete tasks set of him but that they are restructured in a consistent way.  Perhaps suggesting, “once you have done this, then you can do this”.  Child A is already aware of the use of ‘now’ and ‘then’ boards as these are used with the class teacher.  Child A uses them for other class transitions, e.g. moving from drawing to class work time (as otherwise Child A would choose to draw over any activity set).  This concept of ‘visible learning’ is not a new concept, John Hattie recommended that all teachers include this in their practice to achieve more favourable results from their students.

Although Child A behaviours are not always desirable in the classroom, they are manageable.  The behaviours, to a greater or lesser extent aren’t that different from class peers.  Child A’s experiences are divorced from the class and peers due to undiagnosed ASD.  It is therefore imperative that expectations are explicitly laid bare, support needs to be given to experience success and enable full engagement in class.  Something which should be afforded to every child, irrespective of disability.


Conclusion

The title of this essay, in brief, was to conduct a case study review of a critical incident.  When I went into class to undertake my observation, I really had no preconceived ideas on what I intended to write my essay on.  This was important for me, as this meant that I was instantly open to the idea of conducting an analysis on an incident of which I had little or no prior knowledge of.  On choosing my incident I struggled with the dichotomy of learner autonomy versus that of suspected non-deliberate choice of a child with ASD.  There were many theorists who supported learner autonomy, the constructivists believed that Child A was taking prior knowledge and applying it to new context, leading to deep learning.  The humanist theorists believed that Child A was simply following their own chosen educational path.  

It led me to an examination of theorists, you tube lectures, popular theory and personal opinion.  It was that personal opinion which was the sticking point for me.  As professionals everything that we say and do must come from a point of expertise. I’m not an expert.  Yet.  I’m not saying that I have a problem with being a professional, only that this case study examination was the first time that I have had to really think about how my personal research, my reflection of that research and how the potential for practical applications would impact on me as a trainee teacher.  

There is so much now that I have to include in my practice if I’m going to bridge the connection between child centred education and excellent outcomes.  Thankfully, this is not a task for me to complete in isolation.  With the advent of Successful Futures (2015) and the ‘new professional standards for teaching and leadership in Wales’ (gov.wales) it has never been a more challenging and exciting time to be a teacher in Wales and as long as all professionals engage in, “on-going professional conversation in the pursuit of positive impact upon learning”, the pursuit of excellence will not be so lonely a journey. 
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