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The Learner: Who am I Teaching?





Introduction
As research for this assignment, I undertook two days of observation in a Swansea based Primary School. The aim of these two days was to identify a critical incident within the classroom and to use this incident to focus in on the learners within the classroom. Critical incidents impact the learning and the teaching, either positively or negatively, and focusing on such incidents can help to develop my own teaching practice and look at what the next steps of teaching and learning look like.
The term ‘“critical incident” comes from history where it refers to some event or situation which marked a significant turning-point or change in the life of a person or an institution’ (Tripp, 2011). In the case of education, the critical incident observed can relate to one individual within a classroom, a group, the whole class, or the teacher. As previously stated, it can be positive or negative and can help to identify the next steps of teaching and learning. 
In identifying a critical incident, I set out to analyse this incident and look at the potential reasoning behind it and explore what my next steps as a teacher would look like following my acknowledgement of such an incident. I intend to discuss the critical incident I observed and link it to one or more of Donaldson’s four purposes, as well as engaging with further reading to identify what could be behind the incident and what the next steps would be to ensure that the incident is acknowledged and, if necessary, dealt with in a positive manner. 

The Role of the Critical Reflection 
Tripp says, ‘The vast majority of critical incidents […] are not at all dramatic or obvious: they are mostly straightforward accounts of very commonplace events that occur in routine professional practice which are critical in the rather different sense that they are indicative of underlying trends, motives and structures. These incidents appear to be ‘typical’ rather than ‘critical’ at first sight, but are rendered critical through analysis’  (Tripp, 2011)
The critical incidents I observed in the classroom will enable me as a student teacher to reflect on my own practice and develop my ways of teaching where necessary, to ensure the quality education of children remains paramount. The introduction of Graham Donaldson’s Four Purposes and Twelve Pedagogical Principles (Government, n.d.) into the Welsh education system requires teachers to maintain a standard of teaching that includes all learners, and accounts for all needs. The role of a teacher is to focus on pupils needs and where necessary differentiate and adapt work to ensure all pupils are included in the lesson. A teacher’s approach to teaching should not remain stagnant and should instead change where necessary and acknowledge changing pupil needs as well as changes to the curriculum (such as the introduction of Donaldson’s Four Purposes). Adapting teaching means students can continue to learn, while their needs are being met, both in the classroom and beyond, thus contributing to their life-long learning. Critical incidents could indicate what a teacher is succeeding on in getting children to learn as well as areas where they may need to adapt or improve their teaching practice. Where Tripp states that critical incidents are ‘indicative of underlying trends, motives and structures’ (Tripp, 2011) it reinforces the need for teachers to reflect on their practice so that any ‘underlying’ aspects of the incident identified can be reflected on, whether these are positive or negative. In some cases it could refer to highlighted barriers to education which need to be resolved where possible. 
With the introduction of Donaldson’s four purposes, the approach teachers take in their teaching has changed in Wales. Donaldson’s curriculum aims to be more inclusive and introduces aspects to lessons which seek to ensure pupils go out into the world as Ambitious and Capable learners, Enterprising and Creative contributors, Healthy and Confident individuals and Ethically Informed citizens (Government, n.d.). For example, taking the Healthy and Confident individuals strand of the four purposes, this means more focus is put on pupils’ health and wellbeing in school and beyond, as well as their academic success. Thus, what teachers include in their lessons needs to hit new targets. 
The reasoning behind the adoption of the four purposes is to attempt to keep Wales’s education in line with changing demands in the local communities and beyond; changes to technology for example means schools need to adapt what they teach to keep students’ learning relevant to real-life demands. As part of his research, Donaldson visited schools across Wales and found that children and young people ‘wanted a greater focus on life skills, personal confidence, basic skills, work skills, career advice and health and well-being (Government, n.d.)’. All of these new aspects therefore need to be implemented in lessons across Wales in order to provide a relevant education to students, across all year groups. 

Observation (School and class context)

The school in which I conducted my observations in was a Swansea based Primary School in quite a polarised neighbourhood. Some pupils came from more affluent backgrounds, where others fell into the percentage of pupils on free school meals. Due to BERA ([BERA], 2018) guidelines, I cannot name the school, the teachers, or the pupils. 
According to the school’s Estyn (ESTYN, n.d.) report (though it must be noted that the last inspection was conducted in 2013, so not all statistics may be entirely accurate), the school has around 535 pupils, aged three to eleven. The school has seventeen classes with nursery facilities for 120 three and four year olds on a part time basis. Eleven percent of pupils are entitled to free school meals (which is below the National average). Within the school, thirty-one percent of pupils have English as an additional language, with eighteen different languages being spoken amongst pupils, though no Welsh is spoken as a first language. Nine percent of the pupils have additional learning needs (which again is lower than the national average). The school has an STF. 
The classroom in which I conducted my research hosted three reception classes (so approximately sixty pupils with no ALN, MAT or FSM pupils being brought to my attention within the class). It was a Reception class with pupils aged three-four, and it was a busy atmosphere.  
On the two days that I conducted my observations, I was informed that the Reception class was short-staffed as two Teaching Assistants were off and one of the three teachers had to leave to attend a meeting. 

Critical Incident (linked to Donaldson’s Four Purposes)
The Critical Incident which I have chosen to report on relates to one child within the Reception class. Again, due to BERA guidelines, this child, the school and the teacher cannot be named. 
First thing in the morning on Monday, the children were all entering the classroom to start the day and it was made clear by the teacher and the pupils that on entering the classroom, pupils follow a set routine when they come into class. They have morning ‘jobs’ to complete, which are as follows: they come in and take their coats and bags off, placing both on hooks that have their pictures above. They then place their water bottles on the window-sill next to a picture of themselves and then take the picture and place it on a board of emotions. The board had six titles for feelings/emotions and every morning they had to select what emotion they felt. The feelings were written in both Welsh and English to help pupils with their Welsh language learning. Following them picking their emotions, they went over to the interactive white board and with the guidance of a TA, they self-registered and selected whether they were eating packed lunch or school dinners. 
I observed the children coming in and instinctively following their routines with very little encouragement needed to support them; the majority went straight to do their jobs without being asked, and only the odd couple who were excited in coming into school, were slightly distracted from following their normal routine. 
The incident I identified came during this morning period where one child (who I will refer to as Child X to maintain anonymity amongst the child and the school) came into the classroom with their head down, muddy face and seemingly unbrushed hair. Child X entered the classroom reluctantly and where others seemed more excited to come in and join their friends, Child X did not seem to want to mix with the others. Child X appeared a lot more timid (where the other children came across as more boisterous) and she did not hang up her coat and bag until prompted by the TA. The TA also picked up that Child X had a muddy face and immediately got a wipe to clean her face and then told her to go over to the emotion board so she could ‘check in’ with her feelings. Child X went and retrieved her picture and placed it under Sad/Drist. Many of her peers at this point had checked in as Happy/Hapus. Child X then had to be guided to pick her lunch option and she did all this whilst keeping her head down and not interacting with the other students. She sat on the carpet away from other peers and proceeded to remain in this way for the rest of the day (wherever I was able to observe her). 
During their first lesson, a group of children (with child X amongst them) was taken to do mindfulness on the carpeted area of the classroom. All of the other children joined in to an extent (where child X made no move to join in). Where the other children lay down when asked to, Child X remained sitting up on the carpet and I noticed that the teacher did not draw any attention to this. Child X did not communicate with the other children and did not seem encouraged to join in despite the fact her peers were taking part. The teacher was talking the pupils through the mindfulness activity and spoke to other children if they fidgeted, but the teacher did not speak to Child X. 
The mindfulness activity relates to Donaldson’s four purposes, specifically the Healthy, Confident individuals strand, as it seeks to improve pupils health and wellbeing within the classroom in the first instance. The morning routines that the children follow also relates to the strand ‘Ambitious, Capable learners’ as the children show a level of independence already in carrying out tasks by themselves (being ‘capable’ and ‘Ambitious’ because they want to achieve their morning targets). Their sitting ready on the carpet for mindfulness also shows that they are ready to learn. However, Child X’s lack of participation in the Mindfulness exercise and their not joining in shows a lack of readiness to learn, where the other children were more involved. This thus poses the question of why Child X wasn’t involving themselves in the lessons or morning routines. 
The main areas for analysis that I have identified from my critical incident relate to Child X and why the child may have come into school unready to learn (where the others show evidence of understanding and applying their learning), and I want to consider whether the basic needs of the child had been met first. For this I will briefly refer to Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs. I also wish to look further at whether the school meets the emotional needs of the child (for this I will be looking at John Holt). The third aspect I wish to look at is the daily routines of the children within the school and for this I will be looking at Ivan Pavlov.

Literature Review
The first thing to note is that the tasks carried out by the children in the mornings relates to the first two strands of Bloom’s Taxonomy (Understand and Apply) (Armstrong, 2010). They have been given instructions to ‘understand’ i.e. putting bags and coats on hooks and checking in with their feelings before choosing their lunch option, and then they have been encouraged to ‘apply’ this by carrying out the tasks themselves as part of a routine. However, Child X did not seem as ready to show that she could ‘understand’ and ‘apply’ the routine that the other children apparently could. 
Following on from this, Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs provides a structure in which the needs of people is set out in a particular order, with basic physiological needs such as food, shelter and clothing needing to be met first (that is before the highest level needs are met such as ‘desire to be the most that one can be’, or the self-actualisation level) (McLeod, 2021). The idea that basic needs need to be met first can fit into a school setting as pupils are generally expected to meet Maslow’s highest self-actualisation need in school with their academic achievements. Though the critical incident observed related to a reception class, the idea of self-actualisation can be expected from a person at any age, whether this is achieving GCSEs or being able to place your bag and coat on the correct hook with your picture on it when you enter the classroom in the morning. Maslow’s argument that physiological needs must be met first says that if these lower needs are not met, then the self-actualisation needs will not be met either. For Child X, their coming in with their head down and with a muddy face could indicate that they have not had these physiological needs met first and thus their lack of joining in with the activities and lessons in the classroom was because this was their last priority that day because basic needs had not been met first. 
Of course, the other side of this is that the child simply fell over on the way into school and did not have time to be cleaned up by the parent. This may have upset the child and made them withdraw, but it might not be a common state for the child to be in. 
John Holt talks about why children fail in the first pages of his book: ‘They fail because they are afraid, bored, and confused. They are afraid, above all else, of failing, of disappointing or displeasing the many […] adults around them, whose limitless hopes and expectations for them hang over their heads like a cloud. (Holt, n.d.)’ A fear of failure in a school setting is common; if it appears that everyone around you is doing better than you for example, then a child may become withdrawn from the learning. Child X was not prepared to learn where her peers were and this could have indicated her withdrawal from the lesson due to underlying pressure she felt she couldn’t achieve. Holt also says (referencing another of his books), ‘How Schools Fail analyzes the ways in which schools foster bad strategies, raise children's fears, produce learning which is usually fragmentary, distorted, and short-lived, and generally fail to meet the real needs of children.’ (Holt, n.d.) Thus, when Child X was on the carpet during mindfulness and did not join in, and the teacher did not draw attention to her not joining in, this could be an example of the teacher not providing this child with the attention to support their emotional needs when they needed it. The other side of this could be that the teacher suspects or knows that this child will become even more withdrawn from the class if attention is put on her in front of her peers and the teacher would rather deal with the matter in private with the child or the parents. 
The Reception class was busy and relatively collaborative in that activities were done in groups. Vygotsky’s theory that collaborative learning helps children to enter the proximal zone of development could be a basis for why the children work in groups. They can learn from peers at such a young age, where copying peers is quite common. In the school environment, children can easily learn from peers who display signs of understanding in a lesson. The teacher not drawing attention to Child X’s lack of participation, therefore, could have been a tactic to encourage Child X to turn to peer support during the day to get her apparent shyness dealt with as the day went on. That is to say that after the morning’s session, Child X may have found support in her peers and left her shyness behind her and thus joined in with the afternoon’s sessions. As it was a Monday morning, Child X may have been shy on leaving her parents at the door after the weekend and may have taken some time to re-adjust to the school environment. The Teacher may have been aware of this and as previously stated, relied on Child X seeking peer support to adjust to the classroom setting, rather than the teacher getting involved and drawing unwanted attention to Child X, which may have made the child withdraw further. 
Taking a broader view of the classroom now, Ivan Pavlov’s theory relating to behaviourism fits the children’s morning routines. Pavlov’s Dogs (McLeod, 2021) was an experiment conducted by Ivan Pavlov himself where he conditioned dogs to salivate for their food every time a bell was rung. The dogs thus knew what was expected of them when the bell rang and they responded in the way that Pavlov intended, that is they knew that it was time to eat at that time. With relation to the school environment, the idea that children knew exactly what to do when entering the classroom every morning fits Pavlov’s idea of classical conditioning, where the children immediately know that when their teacher greets them at the door in the morning, they come in and complete their morning ‘jobs’. This had evidently been ‘drilled’ into the children, so to speak, and they knew that the day’s lessons would not start until these jobs had been completed. Looking again at Child X, they did follow their morning routine, but it was only with guidance and reassurance from a TA in the classroom. This could have been because of their apparent shyness (whatever its cause was), but they did display signs that they knew what was expected of them in the morning because they knew where their hook was to hang their bag up and they knew where the emotions board was and where their picture to go on the board was; they just needed encouragement when coming into the classroom. The children’s routines are therefore an example of classical conditioning. The definition of conditioning is ‘the process of training or influencing a person or animal mentally so that they do or expect a particular thing without thinking about it (Dictionary, n.d.)’. In the case of this example in education, the Teacher has conditioned the children to ‘do a particular thing without thinking about it’. However, though Child X knew where her coat hook and picture were in the classroom, the fact that she needed encouragement to carry out her tasks implies that she needed more support. Going back to Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development, Vygotsky looks at what a student can do unaided and what they need help with, in the classroom. Perhaps because the children were in a routine, they all knew with little support what to do, but Child X for whatever reason had not picked up this routine, or had other things going on (such as feeling unready for school) and this therefore prevented her following the routine this day because she was thrown off and needed further support when she came into school. 
Furthermore, Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development helps to ‘differentiate learners into ‘cannot yet do’, ‘can do with help’, and ‘can do alone’. The ZPD is about ‘can do with help’, not as a permanent state but as a stage towards being able to do something on your own’ (Government, 2010). In a reception class, because it is so early on in a child’s education, children are at a stage where they are only just learning how to do things independently; some children may find this easier than others and it is only natural that some children may need further support in carrying out tasks, but it does not mean this is a ‘permanent state’ and they can move towards ‘being able to do something on [their] own’. Vygotsky’s theory links to the new curriculum for Wales, as it attempts to build resilience in learners in the early stages of their education and beyond; if they can work through not being able to carry out a task alone initially, but can work up to being able to carry it out alone, they have been resilient in their learning. This links to Donaldson’s Ambitious and Capable learners strand of the four purposes. As part of this curriculum, resilience is key for life-long learning and instilling this in the child at an early stage can help them to develop as they go through school and life beyond.  

Reflection/Evaluation and Next Steps 
From my observation of the reception class and through my observation of my chosen critical incident, I picked up on the usage of one of Donaldson’s four purposes (Healthy, confident individuals) within the lesson. This was incorporated into the Reception class’s lesson, through Mindfulness. The aim of this lesson seemed to be to train pupils from a young age to be able to focus on their breathing and feelings and then reflect on this later, thus teaching them the essential skill of concentration. This is something that I would encourage as a teacher, as it can help to reduce stress levels and aid pupils in their education, especially when it comes to aspects of their education that they feel are out of their comfort zone which could potentially cause panic. It is also an essential life skill that they can carry on into their working life. By using mindfulness, it can also be used as an aid for better concentration, which is important in learning.
The teacher also encouraged Welsh language skills as part of the children’s daily routine. The feelings board on the classroom wall which the children used when they entered the classroom to select their feelings, was written bilingually, and some of the children would check in and verbally say their mood out loud when they put their picture on the board, using the Welsh word (‘Hapus’ rather than ‘Happy’). This was a simple, yet effective way of allowing the children to practice their Welsh language skills and it provided a basis for their skills which they could build on as they progressed through their school lives. The Welsh Government’s scheme to have one million Welsh speakers by 2050 (Government, 2017) is evidently being backed-up by the school’s use of incidental Welsh in the classroom, introducing Welsh to the children from a young age. As the school’s Estyn report showed that there were no Welsh speakers (first language) in the school, the school’s use of Welsh in the classroom seeks to encourage pupils to get on board with the language. 
The critical incident and my observation of Child X coming into the classroom with her head down and her lack of participation as the day went on is something that I would pay closer attention to as a teacher moving forward. Although I acknowledge that I only saw a snippet of the lessons through my two days of observation, and I was not made aware of any ALN or background information on Child X, I would ensure that more attention was given to the child to try to encourage them to join in. Because my attention was drawn to the fact that the Reception class was short-staffed, I would bear in mind that this could be why Child X was not given as much attention as they could have been. As a teacher, I would refer to Holt to consider whether the emotional needs of the child had been met as well as Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs. If Child X was shy and that was the reason behind their not joining in, ensuring that the child knew the classroom was a safe space for them would be an essential part of my teaching, so that they knew they had a place in the classroom as much as their more confident peers. If Child X was usually quiet on a Monday morning but picked up their energy as the days went on, then this may change how much attention I give to them in the classroom, if they display positive signs of getting involved later on, independently.  

Conclusion
In conclusion, this assignment titled, ‘Who am I teaching?’ has been paramount to my teaching practice as a student teacher, as it has allowed me to observe lessons and critical incidents and reflect on my own teaching practice moving forward. 
In line with the professional teaching standards for Teaching and Leadership within Wales, I observed collaboration within the Reception classroom, in their activities with each other. This is something that I would take with me into my own teaching practice as peers can learn with and from each other. They can motivate each other to do good work, especially in cases where you can pair a shy child, for example, with a more confident character to bring out the best in each other. The reception teachers also showed evidence of following Donaldson’s Four Purposes, incorporating Mindfulness (Health and Well-being) into their lessons. I also saw examples of innovation in this as well, as it introduced new activities to the children to get them learning; their activities taught them skills such as collaboration, communication skills and empathy for each other, especially when they were doing activities such as playing with toys that they had to share between them. These are all things that I would incorporate into my own teaching practice, as they fit Donaldson’s four purposes and teach important skills to children. 
Another aspect of the teaching that I would incorporate is the use of incidental Welsh in the classroom. The use of bilingual words on the board for the children in the class to use shows support for the Welsh Government’s One million Welsh speakers by 2050 scheme. 
As a reflective practioner, I will engage with my experiences as a teacher and make sure I continue to improve myself in my work, to ensure the best possible experiences for the pupils that I teach.
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Critical incident reflection sheets: 

OBSERVATION / FIELD NOTES

Record 1
	Date and time, year group: 26/09/22, 8:45am, Reception


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

Registration. Pupils being moved into new groups so some disruption. Short staffed, so one teacher off and a couple of TAs. 
The pupils were given morning jobs to so, so putting coats and bags on hooks, then collecting their pictures off the window sill to stick on the ‘feelings/mood’ board, where they identify how they feel first thing in the morning on entering the classroom. Then they self register and then select what they are having for lunch (dinner or packed lunch). There were three Reception classes joined together during the day. 







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

One child came into school muddy and with her head down. Her hair was unbrushed and she seemed reluctant to come in and sit down with the others. The teacher and TA wiped her face with a wipe, but she had her head down all day and had to be guided to o her morning jobs by a TA, where the others did it with more independence. Child also checked in their feelings as ‘Sad/Drist’.










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


· Had the child fallen over before coming into school?
· Was the child/parent in a rush that morning
· Could there be an ongoing issue at home which the school is already aware of and helping with? 








	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)


Busy environment, first part of the day the children were put into different groups for their activities, so they were a bit hyperactive. There were three classes mixed into one and they were short-staffed, so it was a bit busier than usual. 














Record 2
	Date and time, year group: 26/09/22, 9:30, Reception


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

Reception classroom. Mindfulness lesson on the carpeted area. Part of their Health and Wellbeing lesson (thus fitting one of the four purposes). Lesson happened after registration had happened that morning. After the mindfulness happened, the children were all asked to identify how they felt afterwards (energised, hot tickly, comfy, fizzy, cold, ‘ouch’, wriggly). 
The children were doing different activities where they had to move every ten minutes to another activity. Mindfulness was one of the activities. After ten minutes, the tambourine was shaken and they had to move on to the next activity, so it was a busy morning. They did a dancing activity before they moved on to mindfulness so they were quite hyper following that. 






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

The third group to do mindfulness had Child X from the previous incident involved. She did not join in, where the others did. She sat up on the carpet cross legged, where the other children joined in. She didn’t communicate with the others in the class and the teacher did not draw any attention to her not joining in. 
The only time the other children stopped joining in was when another member of staff came into the room, taking the class teacher’s attention away, which led to the children getting fussy and wriggly because the teacher was no longer guiding them. 








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

Why didn’t the teacher get child X to join in? Behaviour of class changed when another member of staff entered the room to talk to class teacher. 









	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)

Again, Child X could have had a busy morning which prevented her from starting school on the right foot that morning. Child X could be very shy and not comfortable with joining in. The teacher may be aware of Child X’s lack of participation and may have felt that drawing attention to it in front of the class and me (as an observer) would have made child X withdraw even more. 














Record 3
	Date and time, year group: 26/09/22, 10am, Reception


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

Reception classroom. Activity called ‘squiggle why you wiggle’ and ‘dough dance’ mixed into one lesson (usually split up as two activities with two Tas, but on this occasion the activities were occurring at the same time in the same classroom, with one TA). 






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

The groups were split into two but in the same classroom, with one TA to monitor. The TA stood with the children doing ‘squiggle why you wiggle’ but left the children doing ‘dough dance’ to get on with it at the back of the classroom. The children doing dough dance usually dance with play dough, but on this occasion, the TA didn’t have an extra member of staff to supervise them, so she wanted them to pretend to be playing with dough instead of actually using it. Each group of children that came in to do dough dance followed their usual routine of getting the dough out when the music started and they started playing with it. However, the TA gave each group a row for playing with the dough. 








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

Were explicit instructions given by the TA to the children? If not this could be why they were all playing with the dough rather than it being because they were deliberately being naughty. Could they have scrapped the dough dance that day and all focused on the squiggle why you wiggle activity, so the TA didn’t have to try to manage a large group of children all spread widely across the classroom? Were the children just following their normal routine and were they thrown off by not being allowed to play with the dough.








	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)

Short staffed, so difficult to follow normal routine.   
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