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Introduction
This assignment reflects on a critical incident involving a Year 7 pupil in a maths lesson. The lesson took place before lunch in a mixed-ability comprehensive school. The pupil became distracted by a calculator and stopped engaging with the task.
Tripp's (2012) reflective methodology is used to understand what happened and to consider how the teacher could support the pupil. This involves observing the situation, analysing possible reasons for the behaviour, planning strategies and evaluating their effectiveness. This process can help teachers understand pupils' needs and improve their teaching practice.
The reflection focuses on two strategies: breaking tasks into smaller steps and giving clear instructions, and using regular teacher check-ins and positive reinforcement. The research behind each strategy is considered, alongside its benefits and limitations, and how the teacher could evaluate whether it works.
Strategy 1: Chunking Tasks and Providing Clear Instructions
The first strategy is to break tasks into smaller, manageable steps. This is known as chunking. It can help pupils understand what they need to do without feeling overwhelmed. Clear instructions can also help pupils feel more confident because they know what is expected of them.
In the Year 7 maths lesson, the teacher could write the steps of a maths problem on the board or provide a written guide. Instead of giving several instructions at once, the teacher could explain one step at a time. They could demonstrate an example and check the pupil's understanding before moving on. Asking questions and giving the pupil time to respond could help identify areas where further support is needed.
This strategy links to Sweller's (1988) Cognitive Load Theory. This theory explains that working memory has limits, meaning pupils may struggle when they have too much information to process at once. The pupil may have struggled with the task at hand, so breaking it into smaller steps could help them comprehend and stay focused.
However, playing with the calculator does not prove that the pupil was struggling. The pupil may have been bored, distracted or experiencing another difficulty. Further observation would be needed to understand the reason for the behaviour. This is important because teachers should not make assumptions about a pupil without considering other possible explanations.
Rosenshine (2012) also supports this strategy. Teachers are advised to present new information in small steps, demonstrate examples and check pupils' understanding. In this situation, the teacher could model how to solve the first part of a maths problem before asking the pupil to try the next part independently. This would give the pupil an example to follow and allow the teacher to identify misunderstandings before they become a bigger problem.
Henderson et al. (2017) highlight the importance of understanding pupils' existing mathematical knowledge when planning teaching. The teacher should therefore check what the pupil already understands rather than assuming that clearer instructions will solve the problem. For example, the pupil may understand the instructions but struggle with the maths itself. Identifying this would help the teacher provide more appropriate support.
One limitation of chunking is that a pupil might copy other pupils' work without fully understanding it. The teacher would need to ask questions and check the pupil's progress rather than relying only on completed answers. This can be difficult when managing an entire class with diverse learning needs and limited lesson time. Another limitation is that chunking may not help if the pupil is disengaged for reasons unrelated to the task.
To evaluate this strategy, the teacher could observe whether the pupil starts the task, follows the steps and completes more work independently. They could also ask the pupil to explain what they are doing to check their understanding. If the pupil continues playing with the calculator, the teacher should review the strategy and consider other possible reasons for the behaviour. This follows Tripp's (2012) reflective methodology, in which the teacher evaluates what happened and adapts their practice as needed.
Strategy 2: Regular Teacher Check-ins and Positive Reinforcement
The second strategy is to check the pupil's progress regularly and praise their effort. This can help the teacher identify difficulties early and encourage the pupil to stay involved in learning. It also gives the pupil opportunities to ask for help before becoming frustrated or losing interest.
In the maths lesson, the teacher could use mini-whiteboards, ABCD cards, or short questions to check the whole class's understanding. The teacher could also use the “I do, We do, You do” approach. This means the teacher demonstrates the task, completes an example with the pupils and then allows them to work independently. These activities give the pupil opportunities to participate and help the teacher identify misunderstandings.
This strategy links to Skinner's (1953) theory of operant conditioning. This suggests that behaviour can be influenced by its consequences. For example, praising the pupil for making an effort or completing a step independently may encourage them to continue working. Positive reinforcement should focus on specific actions, such as attempting a difficult question or asking for help, rather than only praising correct answers.
This may help the pupil feel more confident and encourage them to persevere when the work becomes difficult. It could also help the teacher build a positive relationship with the pupil, making it easier for the pupil to ask for support. However, praise alone may not solve the problem if the pupil does not understand the work or has another reason for disengaging. The teacher needs to identify the pupil's needs and provide suitable support.
Ferlazzo (2023) discusses how regular teacher check-ins can help pupils reflect on their learning and identify difficulties. In this situation, the teacher could briefly ask the pupil whether they understand the task and what help they need. This could allow the teacher to explain a difficult step before the pupil loses interest. It may also show the pupil that the teacher is available to help them.
Simonsen et al. (2008) discuss evidence-based classroom management practices, including strategies that encourage appropriate behaviour and support learning. Combining check-ins with positive reinforcement could help the teacher monitor progress while encouraging the pupil to keep trying. For example, the teacher could check the pupil's work after the first question and give specific feedback before they continue with the next question.
However, this strategy may not work equally well for every pupil. Some pupils may find frequent attention uncomfortable, while others may need more detailed explanations or different forms of support. Regular check-ins can also be difficult to manage when a teacher is supporting a whole class. Therefore, the teacher should consider the pupil's individual needs and use the strategy in a way that is supportive rather than distracting.
To evaluate this strategy, the teacher could observe whether the pupil attempts more questions, stays focused and asks for help when needed. The teacher could also ask the pupil to rate their confidence on a scale of 1 to 5 and explain which parts of the task they found difficult. This would give the teacher more information about the pupil's experience. If there is little improvement, the teacher should review the approach and consider other support.
This links to Tripp's (2012) reflective methodology because the teacher observes the pupil, considers possible reasons for the behaviour, tries a strategy and evaluates the results. Reflection allows the teacher to make changes rather than continue with an approach that may not be effective.
Conclusion
This critical incident shows the importance of giving clear instructions, checking understanding and adapting teaching to meet pupils' needs. Breaking tasks into smaller steps may help the pupil understand the work, while regular check-ins and positive reinforcement may encourage them to stay engaged. Using both strategies together could provide clear guidance while giving the pupil regular opportunities to receive help and feedback.
However, neither strategy is guaranteed to work. The teacher must consider other possible reasons for the behaviour and evaluate whether the interventions are effective. Pupils may experience difficulties outside the classroom, and factors such as class size and limited support can affect the help a teacher can provide.
When supporting pupils with additional learning needs (ALN), teachers should consider their individual strengths and needs, including Individual Development Plans (IDPs) where applicable. This can help teachers choose suitable strategies and work with other staff when necessary.
Overall, Tripp's (2012) reflective methodology shows why teachers should reflect on behaviour before deciding how to respond. For a future teacher, patience, flexibility and a willingness to review practice are essential. By evaluating strategies and adapting practice, the student teacher can work towards helping all pupils feel supported and make progress.
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