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.

Introduction
[bookmark: _Hlk21604586]
A critical incident is often perceived as a negative event or a problem or challenge within the classroom.  Cohen et al (2013, p.551) supports this theory and defines critical incidents as events that “typify or illuminate very starkly a particular feature”.  

However, an incident does not have to be negative for it to be critical. Instead, it can be an event that has some significance for an individual and or a group.  It can also be a positive event which causes the individual to think or raise further questions.  McAteer et al (2010, p.107) supports this by defining a critical event as one that challenges one’s assumptions about a situation and allows them to think differently.  Similarly, Tripp (1993 p. 25) interprets that an incident doesn’t have to be perceived as critical at first sight.  He believes that incidents tend to be ‘typical’ and only become ‘critical’ through thorough analysis.

This assignment will investigate and discuss a critical incident observed by a student teacher whilst on a bridging exercise at a local school.  The assignment will provide a critical evaluation of the incident and will allow intensive analysis of literature relevant to the case.  In addition, it will identify ways in which the incident has implicated the opinion and the future practice of the student teacher.  

[bookmark: _Hlk21605560]For this assignment, four lessons were observed over a two-day period within the same year group at the same school.  A detailed report of all observations can be found in Appendices 1-4 of this document.

This assignment will also identify how the critical incident links to Donaldson’s four purposes of the new curriculum in Wales and furthermore, it will identify the next stages of teaching and learning through reflection of the incidents (see Appendices 5-8).

Observation

In accordance with the British Educational Research Association (BERA) (2018), the student teacher has recognised the entitlement of the school to privacy, and has therefore accorded them their right to anonymity throughout this document.  In support of this, from here on in, the school will be referred to as ‘School X’. 

School X is a bilingual comprehensive school that provides education for pupils
aged 11-18 years old. There are 1,120 pupils on roll at the school and 192 of these are studying within the sixth form centre.  According to a recent Estyn report (2019) most pupils are from the town and surrounding villages and 17.3% of pupils live in the 20%
most disadvantaged areas in Wales. Seven point eight per cent (7.8%) of the pupils enrolled are currently eligible for free school meals, which is lower than the national average of 16.4% for secondary schools.

Estyn (2019) also confirms that School X is a Professional Learning Pioneer school, and is currently working closely with other schools within the local authority to increase standards and realise the recommendations outlined in ‘Successful Futures’ to plan and implement a new curriculum for Wales.

The data gathered for this assignment is based on a Year 8 Personal, Social Educational (PSE) lesson at the start of the school day.  It is a class of 23 pupils of mixed ability and the incident took place at the end of the first lesson. 

Methodology

Case studies and critical incidents are problem solving activities that provide the basis for discussion of alternative solutions to an existing problem.  A case study is an in-depth investigation into a subject matter that usually contains information from various sources.  A critical incident, however, is a simpler method that can involve a single source.  The critical incident technique (CIT) is an effective method to use as the data collected is in the respondent’s own words and there is no preconceptions of what will be important to the respondent.  However, the reliability of this method is often criticised as researchers may misunderstand or misinterpret the incident.  This section with look at the steps taken within the CIT approach including the different methods considered whilst detailing the suitability and limitations of each method in relation to the incident.

To collect the required qualitive data, the student teacher was required to observe the class in the most effective way possible.  As the critical incident was not known in advance, she was required to consider several observation models in preparation and select the most suitable method on the day.

The vignettes model: Finch (1987, p. 105) describes this technique as “short stories about hypothetical characters in specified circumstances, to whose situation the interviewee is invited to respond”.  The vignette approach generally evokes peoples’ perceptions, opinions, and attitudes from responses to scenarios and situations and involves considerable interaction with those involved.

The sociogram model: Robin Banerjee’s sociogram tool (see figure 1) is an effective visual representation of interpersonal relationships within the classroom.  It can be particularly effective in allowing professionals to understand peer relationships and helps teachers address the social and emotional needs of pupils (Sussex University, n.d).

Figure 1
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Source: www.sussex.ac.uk



Participant observation: The features of participant observation, requires the researcher to expose themselves to the subject being observed.  This involves participation in activities and discussions with individuals to interpret the situation.  This method involves witnessing the incident first-hand as appose to hearing it via other sources.  Here, the observer is responsible for gathering the required data and share in the lives and activities of those being observed by learning their language and interpreting their behaviour (Becker, 1958).

Whilst all these methods of data collection are effective in their own rights, they were not suitable to this study owing to certain constraints.  For example, the inability to distract students during the lesson to evoke opinion and discussion.

Having assessed the situation on the day, the research strategy that was adopted in the study was the non-participant observation approach.  This method was considered the most suitable as the researcher wanted to be a passive observer and observe the classroom, with the pupil’s knowledge, but without being intrusive to their studies.  This approach allowed the observer to study the functions and behaviour of the class whilst recording all findings non intrusively. 

Whilst this approach was effective in allowing the observer to gain the required data whilst the teacher and pupils carried on with the lesson, questions can be raised on the validity of the findings.  The non-participant approach is often criticised as research states that people behave and respond differently to situations whilst being observed, otherwise known as the ‘Hawthorne effect’.  Kumar (2005) states that many believe that the interpretations drawn from this method are based on opinion and as a result, the findings can vary from observer to observer.

Four Purposes

The critical incident took place at the end of the first lesson on the first day of observations (see Appendix 4).  Once the teacher had achieved the lessons objectives, she asked all pupils to put their books and bags to one side of the classroom and asked for them all to find some free space within the class.  She then placed some calming music on in the background and loaded a yoga video onto the interactive whiteboard.  Without any hesitation, all pupils immediately found a suitable, safe space on the floor and followed the instructions on the screen to complete a minute of yoga.  Instantly, the classroom had been transformed from chaos into complete tranquillity.  

At the end of the yoga video, students were asked to remain where they were stood and to close their eyes for the last minute of the lesson.  This minute is known to the pupils as ‘munud i feddwl’ meaning ‘minute to think’.  Whilst the children followed the teachers instruction, she talked them through the purpose of the minute and encouraged them all to think of the positive things in their lives and to appreciate how lucky each and every one of them was to even be given the opportunity for an education.  Whilst this incident did not pose a challenge in anyway, it did create an emotional impact and that is what defines it as being ‘critical’.

[bookmark: _Hlk21939272][bookmark: _Hlk22288418]Yoga is an ancient form of exercise that improves strength, flexibility and breathing to boost physical and mental wellbeing (NHS, 2018).  There has been a great amount of research into the health benefits of yoga over the years, however the more rigorous studies suggest that yoga is a safe and effective way to increase physical activity and that regular yoga practice is beneficial for people with depression and stress (NHS, 2018).

In March 2014, the Welsh Government appointed Professor Graham Donaldson to review the current curriculum and assessments within schools in Wales.  As a result, Professor Donaldson’s report ‘Successful Futures’ was published in 2015 and recommends four key purposes to the new curriculum for Wales.  These include:

· Ambitious, capable learners who are ready to learn throughout their lives.
· Enterprising, creative contributors who are ready to play a full part in life and work.
· Ethical, informed citizens who are ready to be citizens of Wales and the world.
· Healthy, confident individuals who are ready to lead fulfilling lives as valued members of society.

The critical incident discussed within this report supports different elements of each of these purposes in particular it promotes healthy, confident individuals by enabling them to connect with their spiritual beliefs whilst enhancing their mental and emotional wellbeing. 



Literature Review

[bookmark: _Hlk22988889]According to a recent report by the National Assembly for Wales (2015), it is estimated that one in four children will display characteristics of mental ill health, and that three children in an average size classroom in the United Kingdom will have a mental health problem.  Furthermore, it is reported that half of all mental health problems begin by the age of 14. In order resolve this issue, we must intervene much earlier in the children’s lives.  This means that children must be given the skills, confidence and required tools at a young age to help make them emotionally resilient.  

There is rapidly growing literature on this subject that supports the importance of health and wellbeing for all.  Social and emotional wellbeing (SEWB) is dependent on many different internal and external factors and literature suggests that not only does health and wellbeing help form who we are and how we form relationships with others but it is also a contributing factor to how we deal with motivation and different situations.  
 
The triangle of wellbeing (see figure 2) developed by Siegel and Payne Bryson, (2018, pp. 14) looks at how our mind, our brain, and our relationships interact to shape who we are.  Siegel believes that not only can the brain change, but we can learn to use the focus of the mind to change the connections in the brain itself.  The arrows in Dr. Siegel’s model show the interaction between the three points to create a continuous loop. The model indicates that our mind, brain and relationships are continually responding to new experiences and that they co-evolve to make up who we are.  It is essential that we have a healthy mind in order to lead fulfilling lives as valued members of society.

Figure 2
[image: ]
Another framework that supports the importance of wellbeing is Maslow’s hierarchy of needs (see figure 3).  Maslow (1943) also recognised that emotions have an impact on a child’s behaviour.  He stated that individuals are motivated by different needs, these include deficiency needs and growth needs.  He suggests that people must fulfil the lower level needs (deficiency needs) before being able fulfil the higher-level needs (growth needs).  

Figure 3
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It could be argued that yoga and reflection are characteristics of each of the deficiency needs within this five-tier model and if these needs are not met then the human body cannot function effectively.  There are many similarities between yoga and Maslow’s hierarchy of needs as the yogic chakra system is also a theory of developmental psychology (see figure 4). 

In the chakra system, the three lower chakras connect us to our outer world. Hughes (2017) states that one has to fulfil the different stages before being able to progress to the next stage. Over time, one should aspire to move from the root chakra, which defines the more rudimentary and base aspects of who we are (physiological) , up to the crown chakra (self-actualization in Maslow’s pyramid). 






Figure 4
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[bookmark: _Hlk22999318]However, there has been much criticism and dissenters to Maslow’s theory.  Denning (2012) puts forward the view that “the hierarchy of needs has one problem: it is plain, flat, dead wrong”. Likewise, Rutledge, 2011 also criticises Maslow’s model as she believes that needs are not hierarchical.  She states that “Life is messier than that. Needs are, like most other things in nature, an interactive, dynamic system, but they are anchored in our ability to make social connections”. 

[bookmark: _Hlk22298932]In recent years, research has provided ample support for the assertion that helping students to manage their emotions, enables them to follow a growth mindset within the task, thus resulting in higher achieving pupils. It is believed that children derive enormous benefits from yoga. Not only does it enhance flexibility, strength, coordination, and body awareness but it also improves concentration and sense of calmness and relaxation (www.yogakids.com). Yoga promotes exercise and helps children to develop an intimate relationship with the natural world that surrounds them enabling them to react and deal with situations in a more positive light. Dylan Wiliam (2016) echoes these beliefs and he believes that people that lack emotional responses cannot use logic.  He suggests that when faced with any task, we must help students to manage their emotions to enable them to engage in growth mindset pathways. 

As a result of recent findings and the introduction of a new curriculum, a huge programme of work is underway to transform children and young people’s mental health services in Wales.   A priority set out in the Green Paper, ‘Transforming children and young people’s mental health provision’ is to ensure schools are sufficiently trained and supported to build whole school environments and to develop approaches within it which will enable pupils to reach their full potential (Department for Education, 2018).  As a result, many school and colleges are making it a priority to support and promote their students’ wellbeing and good mental health by incorporating a number of practices including the introduction of yoga in lessons (Department for Education, 2018). 

However, not everyone agrees with the practice of yoga in the classroom.  In 2016, parents at an elementary school in Georgia, USA, won a case against the local district to ban yoga classes in schools on the grounds that it promoted non-Christian beliefs.  Others argue that the potential benefits of yoga aren’t enough to justify the costs involved at a time when public schools are facing funding cuts (Wong, 2015). 

The way in which the class teacher rewarded the class by allowing them to do yoga is a concept of behaviourist theory known as ‘Operant conditioning’.  This concept was proposed by Skinner (1938) and it relates to when good behaviour is followed by positive reinforcement and bad behaviour is followed with negative reinforcement (McLeod, 2018). In this example, the children were rewarded for their good behaviour in class and allowed to end the lesson with a minute of yoga and a minute of reflection.  Skinner’s theory is based on the earlier work of a number of theorists including Edward Thorndike.

Thorndike’s (1989) Law of Effect concept states that behaviour that is followed by positive consequences is likely to be repeated, and behaviour followed by negative consequences is less likely to be repeated (McLeod, 2018).  This concept was displayed with the class observed as they had learnt from previous lessons that good behaviour would result with them being allowed to do yoga and that may have been the reason for the good behaviour that was displayed during the observation.

Reflection/evaluation and next steps

A typical definition of the reflective process is:

“systematic, critical and creative thinking about action with the intention of understanding its roots and processes” (Fish and Twinn, 1997).

Alternative definitions of reflection offer the concept of “Learning from experience” (Spalding, 1998) and “Thoughtful deliberation” (Tickle, 1994).

In terms of reflective practise, I used the Assisted Reflective Conclusions (ARC) Model of reflection to identify my own reflective conclusions (see figure 5).  However, Gibbs Reflective Cycle is another popular model that I could have used as his model also considers the emotions involved in a particular event. 

Figure 5
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I will now look at the areas within the ARC model in closer details, incorporating my own findings into each area.

At the start of our first day of bridging, myself and the other student teacher were observing the first lesson of the day.  Whilst observing the Personal Social Education lesson, I observed the students partake in a minute of yoga and a minute of reflection.  Without any hesitation all students found a safe space within the class and started the yoga.  The other student teacher and I did not partake in the exercise, instead we observed and made notes on our ARC note sheets (Appendices 1-4).  Initially, I didn’t consider this as being the focus of my critical incident as I was looking for a negative event.  However, upon reflection, it became clear that it was a critical incident as it had made me stop and think of the advantages of yoga within education.

I was very apprehensive about the whole experience of being exposed to the school so early on in my studies and the whole concept of looking for a critical incident heightened my anxiety.  The first lesson had gone well, and I had started to relax.  However, when the teacher first mentioned that the class would take part in a minute of yoga, I did feel a little uncertain.  Having noticed that there were many boys in the class and having first-hand experience of having teenagers myself, I thought that this was a ridiculous thing to do and that the teacher would lose the children, in particular the boys for the next 2 minutes.  However, seeing the children respond in such a positive way really surprised me.  Once the yoga commenced, all apprehension and negativity was instantly erased.  I, along with the rest of the class felt relaxed, stress free and ready to face the day. 

In the context of learning, I believe that the use of yoga is a positive way of incorporating elements of the four purposes by encouraging the children to be healthy and confident individuals, not only physically but mentally also.  Yoga enables them to establish their spiritual beliefs whilst helping them to build upon their emotional and mental wellbeing.  

In relation to future practice, there is very little that I would change about this lesson and I would certainly keep the yoga and minute of reflection within the lesson plan.  As stated within this assignment , there is rapidly growing literature to support the health benefits of yoga and with an estimated three children in an average size classroom in the United Kingdom having a mental health problem, I think that this is a great way of improving and educating children on the importance of health and wellbeing.  

The only criticism that I have about the incident is that the yoga could have been a little longer.  I understand the time constraints that teachers are under and I appreciate that a minute of yoga is better than nothing at all.  However, perhaps the PSE timetable could be better planned to enable a full lesson of yoga and wellbeing each week instead of the current one-minute session.  This would allow the teacher to incorporate other PSE related topics into daily registration lessons where possible instead.

Conclusion

The purpose of this assignment was to critically analyse and reflect upon a critical incident identified within the classroom.  The assignment researched the literature surrounding the incident and identified the next teaching and learning steps required.  
By observing and reflecting upon classroom activities, the teacher can explore and evaluate existing practices in order to identify areas for improvement.  These changes can then be implemented in order to improve future practices and future teaching.  The importance of reflection is strongly linked to the new professional standards for school practitioners in Wales where the teacher is required to use the standards to support rounded development and deep reflection.

All teachers are required to reflect on their teaching practices in their Professional Learning Passport (PLP).  The PLP allows teachers to record their experiences and map them against the Professional Standards for Teaching and Leadership.  The new professional standards in Wales are designed to inspire, challenge and support every practitioner to be the best that they can be, and they include:

· Pedagogy
· Leadership
· Professional learning
· Innovation 
· Collaboration

Despite the focus of this assignment being based on a positive incident, the assignment has found that there are benefits of using the reflection of critical incidents as a method to improve teaching practices.  It has also been established that reflection allows the teacher to continuously improve their standards whilst adhering to the professional standards for practitioners in Wales.
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