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ECAD6007 Assignment
A critical evaluation and the identification of next teaching and learning steps focusing on a case study of an individual learner or group of learners, based on an observed critical incident.

Introduction
This report sets out in detail a critical incident that occurred at a comprehensive school in Swansea, Wales, on the 30th of September 2020. There is a tendency by those not directly involved in teaching to regard critical incidents as something extreme and major, for example, a student throwing a tantrum and hurling pencils at the whiteboard. However, critical incidents can be fairly benign, for example, a student forgetting to raise their hand, or a class being unable to get to grips with a particular piece of material. Critical incidents form a major part of restructuring of educational curriculums. They allow school governors, headteachers and parents to see what is working and what is not. More importantly, they allow teachers to reflect on their own practice and identify ways of improving. 
   Here is an example. There is a class of twelve students studying O-Level Chemistry. The teacher demonstrates a chemical reaction via traditional methods: illustrating the reaction on the whiteboard. Ten students understand the reaction, however two are completely clueless. They inform their parents, who contact the chemistry teacher about this. The teacher dispenses with this method and in future, uses interactive videos to illustrate chemical reactions.
   There is no ‘rulebook’ when searching for and examining critical incidents. Depending on the methodology used, what might appear to be a critical incident for one person may appear to be a normal part of the learning process for another. 
   Perspectives come heavily into play when assessing critical incidents. Each of us have had different upbringings in school and higher education, so therefore we each see learning settings, behavioural problems, and indeed the learning process, at various degrees. 

Observation
The school involved was a comprehensive school in Swansea and the critical incident occurred on 30th September 2020 during an all-day observation there. Situated on the northeast outskirts of Swansea, the school provides education for a mixed range of abilities, with a specialist unit for dealing with students with mental health issues. 
   The class observed was a Year 7 group. Observation notes were taken throughout the day as they attended the following classes: French, ICT, Mathematics and Welsh. There was a clear range of abilities throughout the class, but regular enthusiasm was seen for learning from all the students and there were no serious behavioural issues, aside from the one mentioned as the critical incident in this report. 

Choosing a methodology by which to examine for and assess critical incidents is both a mixture of common sense and a deep understanding of decades of work by experienced pedagogists.
   Structured recording forms were used to document four classroom observations throughout the day. They can be found in the appendices. 
   It was necessary to use non-participant observation throughout the day on the 30th of September. Participating actively has the potential to affect the results, something which is known as observer bias. (Kumar, 1996). Let us take an example of a student teacher observing a Physics practical class. If they were to interact with the students, the students’ behaviour would be tainted, i.e. they would interact with each other differently, knowing that there is an observer present. Even a passive observer at the back of the classroom, being completely silent, has the potential to affect student interactions.
   The intention throughout this activity was not to overcomplicate the issues presented, but to examine for and analyse a critical incident as simply as possible. Particular interest was paid to the student-student interactions and admittedly focused more on them rather than the teacher-student interactions. The reason for this was out of a deep interest in ways that children develop via their interpersonal relationships. The Covid-19 Pandemic has thrown up a lot of challenges in terms of these relationships. The notion of children being forced to stay two metres away from one another and to wear masks in communal areas has a strange if not disturbing feel to it. This report wanted to see the effects of these stringent conditions on pupils and how their interpersonal relationships have adjusted, and thus the consequences on their learning ability. Therefore, it was felt prudent and necessary to take a step back and observe in a non-participant manner.

The critical incident I observed could be said to link to each of Donaldson’s 4 Purposes, however it is most relevant to the enterprising, creative contributors principle. (Donaldson, Unknown Date Of Publication.) As will be argued in this report, what was witnessed had the potential to affect the student’s ability to fully contribute, not just in the present classroom situation, but in a far wider context.
   The incident happened as follows during the French lesson running from 10:00 to 11:00, however there are several connecting instances that occurred in subsequent lessons which are relevant in describing the critical incident. The critical incident focused on in this report can be found in Appendix 1. See the Appendices for the full observation sheets and critical incident records.
   The class quickly settled in and the teacher asked them to remove their books and prepare for the lesson. The teacher proceeded, using a variety of fun activities, to review the French alphabet and check that the students were comfortable with the sounds and pronunciation. As a plenary, the teacher decided to use a game of hangman: students worked together in teams and read out phonic sounds of French letters; if they were pronounced correctly and they were in the selected word, the teacher would add them to the board; if the letter was pronounced wrong or it was not in the selected word, a part of the gallows was drawn. A student, who will be termed Student A, did not want to take part in the activity. For the duration of the lesson, Student A had been sitting by himself and extremely quiet. The teacher asked him to participate and he refused. He was promptly removed from the class by the teacher and spoken to outside for several minutes. Upon returning to the classroom, Student A continued to be withdrawn and started exhibiting signs of emotional distress.
   The next lesson, taking place at 11:20, was ICT. Here, Student A appeared to become slightly more involved with the learning process. Whilst he did not actively take part in the class, he got on with the assigned task. During Mathematics, at 12:20, Student A participated on a more active level, raising his hand numerous times and communicating with his classmates. In the last lesson of the day, Welsh, at 14:00, Student A continued at this level of active participation.
   As an observer and someone with moderate experience of teaching, I immediately begin to ask questions. Was this the first time this had happened? Why did Student A refuse to take part in what is general regarded as a fun, enjoyable way to finish a lesson? And why did Student A participate actively in subsequent lessons during the day?
   There is absolutely no doubt that the French teacher was doing her utmost best to make the learning environment as inclusive and open as possible, however it did appear that Student A was humiliated by her approach. This report will argue that a far more considerate and tailored approach was required.
   Whilst it is tempting to let oneself be dragged down on an emotional level, it is extremely important to take several steps back and see this in a wider context. Many of the students come from backgrounds steeped in poverty and family disruption. It could be argued that this may have played a role in the witnessed incident. 

Literature Review
The question of how to discuss the critical incident I observed in the wider context of decades – indeed centuries – of professional, high-level academic work is, to say the least, daunting. Since the times of Ancient Egypt, we have had a fascination and admiration of children. We see them as the next generation, those who will take our values, principles and knowledge forward. It is unsurprising therefore that the study of learning has come under increasing focus. In the current times, where education has been severely disrupted by the Covid-19 Pandemic, pedagogists and other such professionals will find their work tuned to this topic.
   The critical incident observed is, to be blunt, unoriginal. We see this type of situation play itself over and over again in wider society. This report will discuss the critical incident in the context of two areas: behaviour management and alternative teaching methods
   Tripp (2011) discusses a similar critical incident to the one observed. To summarise this extremely briefly: The pupil, who will be termed Student B, did not speak to adults in her school; however, she would talk to other children in her class and they would speak for her. Whilst the class seemed to largely get along with this, the teacher did have concerns that Student B would never be able to speak to adults, unless ordered to. The teacher was thrust into a dilemma, unsure of whether to intervene or to leave the student alone.
   In the observed critical incident, an example of direct teacher intervention was witnessed, i.e. the teacher removed the student from the classroom. However, this report strongly believes that this was the wrong approach. 
   In an excellent paper written by Dr Barry S. Parsonson (Parsonson, 2012, p. 16-23), the author discussed disruptive behaviour in the classroom and possible reasons behind this. Citing Kern & Clemmens, (2007), p. 65-75, he wrote that such behaviour may be attributed to learning deficits and suggested potential solutions, such as changing seating arrangements and shuffling of activities, i.e. easier tasks are mixed in with more challenging ones. (Parsonson, 2012, p. 16-23) (Kern & Clemmens, 2007, p. 65-75). Student A was distanced from other pupils and did not appear to fully grasp the other tasks put forward during the French lesson. This report suggests sitting him next to other students. Interestingly, in Parsonson, (2012), p. 16-23, it also mentions further training to enable teachers to deal with and respond to this behaviour in a more effective manner. (Parsonson, 2012, p. 16-23) (Cossairt, Hall & Hopkins, 1973, p. 89-100) (Sarokoff & Sturmey, 2004, p. 535-538). Whilst this report does not believe that it is necessary for the French teacher to be sent back to training or to receive any sort of disciplinary action, it does suggest that she should have used a more sensitive approach. The teacher should seek to build a better, tailored relationship with Student A. Parsonson, (2012), p. 16-23 also cited a study by Alderman & Green, (2011), p. 39-44, which identified four key methods by which teachers can not only intervene with problems, but build up relationships with their students. Coercive Behaviour uses a teacher’s authority to adjust behaviour; mechanisms for this include class reward systems and direct correction. Manipulative Social Power is a far more laid-back approach. Examples include the teacher using self-monitoring among the students and deploying motivational boosts in their chosen activities. Expertness Social Power is when the teacher provides academic support to students who are having issues and difficulties with their coursework. Likeability Social Power is the most personal of these methods. It involves the teacher bringing in their own attributes and emotional traits to elicit positive responses and behaviour in learners. (Parsonson, 2012) (Alderman & Green, 2011, p. 39-44). If a teacher looks at these four methods as a whole, then it can be clearly seen that they provide a full narrative for a change in teaching style. Not only is it inclusive and brings pupils in class together, but it can be tailored, if necessary, to a specific learner with specific needs. Certainly, in my own teaching, I would like to bring these methods onboard.     
   Attention-Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) is a mental health condition which presents major problems for both teachers and learners. Children and adolescents with ADHD have been shown to not achieve high grades in their academic journeys. (Williamson, Koro-Ljundberg, & Bussing, 2009, p. 352-365). Whilst it would not be appropriate to speculate that Student A has ADHD, it is useful to discuss techniques for dealing with this condition, and to see whether any of them can assist with preventing incidents like the one witnessed from reoccurring and if they do, to deal with them in a manner that is effective, safe and respectful. Williamson, Koro-Ljungberg & Bussing, (2009), p. 352-365 studied the use of ADHD medication in adolescents. In one particular case, they noted mixed results in a student who had taken such medication: her aggressiveness lessened, but an incident occurred in which she ran away from home for three days. (Williamson, Koro-Ljundberg & Bussing, 2009, p. 352-365). It is the view of this report that medication should only be used as a last resort. Instead, it is important to use the strategies mentioned at the beginning of the review: behaviour management and alternative teaching methods.
   This report has already discussed alternative teaching methods a little bit in the context of work done by Parsonson, (2012), p. 16-23 and has side-tracked somewhat into mental health. Now it is time to focus on behaviour management.
   The critical incident witnessed must be viewed in terms of behaviour management. Although the teacher effectively disciplined Student A, she essentially cut him off from his classmates and embarrassed him. Removing a child, in the view of this report, should be something that is considered a last resort; for instance, the student is disrupting the activities of the class to an extreme extent, or they are putting themselves and others in danger. There needs to be a careful balance between discipline and sensitivity. 
   In Drewery & Kecskemeti, (2010), p. 101-113, the authors discuss behaviour management in terms of restorative practices, which were deployed in New Zealand schools in response to the increase in suspensions during the 1990s. Key to these restorative practices is the concept of inclusion, giving space and help to students with learning difficulties, as well as building better relationships between students and their teachers. 
   The authors include an example of a teenager returning to school from suspension. Immediately after entering the classroom, he plugged his music player in to charge it up. This was against school rules. The teacher disciplined him harshly for this. The authors then postulate that the teacher could have used more sensitive language. They define the term ‘appreciative enquiry’, i.e., instead of jumping to conclusions and reprimanding the student in a strong manner, the teacher should take a step back and be more sensitive and hospitable in their approach. It is all about using appropriate and respectful language, and an understanding that students who disobey instructions may not do it to deliberately upset other students or teachers. (Drewery & Kecskemeti, 2010, p. 101-113).
   The authors then go on to discuss so-called “good teaching” and that it is not necessarily “management”. After all, as the authors discuss, management is about ensuring those below abide by the rules. They imply that a good teacher is not necessarily one that is effective in discipline, but draws down to a level with the students and participates in their learning. (Drewery & Kecskemeti, 2010, p. 101-113). In the view of this report this is something which should be included in future classes at the school. This will result in teachers developing closer relationships with their students. In regards to behaviour management, it will enable teachers to build up a deeper understanding of their students and their behaviour. Instead of a teacher handing out a strict disciplinary measure to a student who misbehaves, they will be able to properly reason with that student and perhaps identify triggers that made that particular student act in that manner. There may have been a specific trigger that caused Student A to act out the way he did. There is therefore an opportunity for this class to come together and for both teacher and students to identify such triggers and work as a team to eliminate them. 
   Clearly the enormous wealth of academic information available to student teachers makes it very tempting to get side-tracked and pursue other avenues. This report has tried to simplify things in this literature review in terms of behaviour management and alternative teaching methods. In recent years, these two areas have become increasingly complex and blurred. 
   The Covid-19 Pandemic has thrown up numerous challenges in terms of teachers being able to manage classrooms. i.e., they must keep a lengthy distance and avoid unnecessary conversation. Citing the example included from Drewery and Kecskemeti, (2010), where a student was reprimanded for inappropriate use of a music player, would a teacher in a 2020 classroom be able to approach a student and talk quietly and reason with them? As was mentioned earlier, future pedagogy studies will focus on this area and the implications for the teaching practice. It is highly likely that alternative behaviour management techniques will have to be deployed in schools whilst this crisis persists. Academics and teachers will have to work together to find solutions to this constantly changing flux of events.  

Evaluation and Next Recommended Steps
As was mentioned earlier in the report, many critical incidents can be quite benign in nature. They require a minor adjustment from the perspective of the teacher. For example, say an overenthusiastic student repeatedly answers questions without raising their hand, the teacher may speak to them after class and tell them that, whilst they respect their enthusiasm, they need to be considerate of other pupils in the classroom.
   The incident witnessed requires major intervention from teachers and parents. What follows are the two recommended steps to both prevent these sorts of incidents happening and if they do happen, to resolve them in a manner that is both safe, effective and inclusive.
   The first suggestive step is to achieve better communication using more sensitive and inclusive language. I intend for this notion to be forefront in my teaching career. This is not something that happens quickly, as I have learnt from my own teaching experience in Vietnam, but takes time to develop, as the teacher gradually builds up a relationship with each student. As can be evidenced in the academic works cited, frequent references are made by pedagogical experts to teachers’ relationships with their learners.
   Secondly, I recommend making more intensive use of Parent Teacher Associations (PTAs). PTA meetings provide an opportunity for teachers, parents, and indeed pupils to come together in a casual format to discuss any behavioural issues and what can be done to manage them. Taking the example of my chosen critical incident, if the school, at its next PTA meeting, were to discuss it openly, not only would the school gain input from teachers and the parents of Student A, but also other parents and pupils as well. This should be done, however, without doing anything that could humiliate or embarrass Student A and perhaps make his behavioural issues worse. In terms of my own teaching career, this is something I would discuss with colleagues as a recommendation.
   These recommended steps are not intended to solely resolve the observed critical incident, but I believe they can be used in a wider field in schools, to facilitate a more equal and inclusive learning environment. 

Conclusion
Throughout the bridging day, I ensured that I took a strictly passive approach, using a structured set of notes to accurately record what was witnessed. This not only allowed for the recording of the four critical incidents, but allowed the observer to gain ideas for potential research, not just for this report, but for wider teaching practice.
   The current professional standards for teaching and leadership in Wales state a number of important values for practitioners: Pedagogy, Collaboration, Leadership, Professional Learning, and Innovation. The most important of these aspects is the Pedagogy approach, which enables a teacher to constantly refine their practice, building up an understanding of how their students think and feel. In the case of the observed school, which deals with students of underprivileged backgrounds, some of whom have mental health issues, this is particularly important. (HWB Wales, 2020).
   By using non-participant observation and taking structured notes, it was possible to engage in this approach and develop ideas for future teaching practice, as have been outlined earlier in this report. (Kumar, 1996) (HWB Wales, 2020).  
   This report has sought to establish ideas for future teaching based on an observed critical incident. Whilst the chosen critical incident had many unknowns to it, by conducting a wide array of research into academic works, it was possible to raise suggestions and produce ideas.
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  Appendices

1
 OBSERVATION / FIELD NOTES
(Questions adapted from Fletcher Wood (2016)
	Date and time, year group:
30.9.2020  Year 7  French  10:00

	Lesson details: 

French. Indoors. Mixed abilities. Students appeared to be near the beginning of the course, judging by the fact that they were reviewing the French alphabet. The class revised a few French words and extremely basic phrases.





	Classroom culture

Dedicated young learners: students had a strong desire to take part in the lesson. A lot of open participation in the activities.

The ‘vibe’ in the classroom is one of enthusiasm.






	Objectives

The lesson activities were all targeted at the beginner level and age group, i.e. a song to go over the alphabet; playing hangman as a review activity.

It is clear that the objectives of the lesson were to revise current knowledge. The teacher directed students to remember what they covered in previous classes.








	Direction

Use of language tapes to engage the students. Use of fun YouTube videos to facilitate interest and let students see how they themselves are doing.







	Access and challenge
 

The teacher used cold-calling at the beginning of the lesson, which eventually led into heavy involvement from the students. It could be said that this verges on student-directed learning.








	Assessment

The students have some minor prior knowledge of the subject. The first part of the lesson was focused on reviewing what had been learned previously.
   The teacher cold-called on students in the beginning of the lesson to say the names of the French letters and also some basic words.








	Specifics / Critical Incidents
 
Students removed from class for refusing to play hangman. Clearly prior issues with the student.
























CRITICAL INCIDENT IDENTIFICATION RECORD

	Details relevant to the research context.

Date/time.
Age/Stage of group.
People involved.
Contextual
information from field notes. 

	
French 
10:00 30.9.2020
Year 7
The class was a mixed-ability one, however there was a low ability of students to speak French. Activities were all targeted at beginner level.

People involved in the critical incident: the teacher and the student. Note that the student is referred to as Student A throughout the report.








	What happened? A detailed decription of what you observed and what thoughts on pedagogy and practice occurred to you as a result, looking towards your research.
	
At around halfway through the class, a student disobeyed the teacher’s instruction to take part in a game of hangman. The teacher removed the student from the class and spoke to him outside. When the student returned, he became emotional and withdrew for the rest of the lesson.


Clearly this student has behavioural issues and it was probably that this was not the first time this had happened. 
   More needs to be done to make the class more inclusive to this student and prevent issues like this from happening again.






















































2
OBSERVATION / FIELD NOTES
(Questions adapted from Fletcher Wood (2016)
	Date and time, year group:
ICT Year 7 11:20 30.9.2020

	Lesson details: 

The class was a mixed-ability one. The students were obviously at the beginning of the unit of study, given that it was only a few weeks into the term. The session took place indoors.




	Classroom culture

Very formal. Students seem extremely engaged in the material. Eager to learn. Positive atmosphere.





	Objectives

The teacher gave a brief introduction to the activity (constructing a number of documents on Word and Powerpoint). The objective of the lesson was to continue to develop a basic set of digital skills. The teacher created an environment that entrusted students to develop their own learning.








	Direction

As was mentioned in the above section, the teacher entrusts students to self-learn. Apart from a few walks around the class to check that the students were following the task, she left them alone. 






	Access and challenge

The teacher set them a fixed task that was complicated for their level. There was a strong element of traditional teaching in the teacher’s introduction, however this was countered by the heavy self-learning.








	Assessment

The set task followed on from something done previously. The students already had a strong grasp of computers, in particular the necessary intricacies of Word and Powerpoint.

The self-learning intiative allowed the students to develop skills at their own pace throughout the lesson.








	Specifics / Critical Incidents

A sign language teacher was providing additional support to a hard-of-hearing student.

































CRITICAL INCIDENT IDENTIFICATION RECORD

	Details relevant to the research context.

Date/time.
Age/Stage of group.
People involved.
Contextual
information from field notes. 

	

ICT
11:20 30.9.2020
Year 7. The class was a mixed-ability one. The 

The lesson focused on completing a set task assigned by the teacher.

People involved: the special needs assistant, the teacher, the student with the hearing disability, the other students.







	What happened? A detailed decription of what you observed and what thoughts on pedagogy and practice occurred to you as a result, looking towards your research.
	
A student with a hearing disability was provided additional support by a special needs teacher, i.e. relaying what the teacher said in sign language. This showed a heavy maintenance of an inclusive atmosphere, with maximum respect.

























































3
OBSERVATION / FIELD NOTES
(Questions adapted from Fletcher Wood (2016)
	Date and time, year group:
Maths  Year 7 12:20 30.9.2020

	Lesson details: 

Indoors. Maths. There was a mixed ability among the class. Obviously, given the fact that it was only a few weeks into the term, the students were at the beginning of their unit of study.





	Classroom culture

The teacher was very open, encouraging and inclusive. Has a strong relationship with the students, but that may be due to the fact that he is deputy head.
   The students were eager to engage in the activities. 






	Objectives

The objectives of the lesson were to test the students’ understanding of what they had covered so far in the course. The lesson activities, i.e. the online tests they were doing, assessed their abilities.
   The teacher explained the importance of gaining an understanding of how well they were doing, so they could know exactly what they needed to improve on.






	Direction

At the end there was a quiz, consisting of a kahoot test. This was humorous and engaging, and allowed the teacher to have a good overview of their abilities at the end of the lesson.







	Access and challenge

The entire lesson was computer-based. This not only built on their maths skills, but also their ICT skills.
   The fun activities, such as the quiz at the end, enabled engagement of the learners, primarily because of their humorous nature and inclusive atmosphere.









	Assessment

The lesson focused mainly on reviewing prior knowledge. Tests were frequently used. Student-student learning was also in play.









	Specifics / Critical Incidents

A student was having issues with a calculation. The teacher took the student up to the board and explained it.






























CRITICAL INCIDENT IDENTIFICATION RECORD

	Details relevant to the research context.

Date/time.
Age/Stage of group.
People involved.
Contextual
information from field notes. 

	
Maths
12:20 30.9.2020
Year 7 

The class was a mixed-ability class.

People involved: teacher, the student concerned, other students.








	What happened? A detailed decription of what you observed and what thoughts on pedagogy and practice occurred to you as a result, looking towards your research.
	
A student was having issues understanding a calcutation. The teacher took the student to the board and set out the calculation, explaining it in humorous terms of taking away Mars Bars from him. The student understood and returned to his desk.

This was a very good example of direct teacher intervention, which worked beautifully.

I am interested in ways that this could be expanded to a class-wide scale.























































4
OBSERVATION / FIELD NOTES
(Questions adapted from Fletcher Wood (2016)
	Date and time, year group:
Welsh Year 7 14:00 30.9.2020

	Lesson details: 

Indoors. The class was a mixed-ability one. Moderate ability of the students to speak Welsh, i.e. the students had strong prior knowledge.





	Classroom culture

Students were highly engaged and confident. Some were able to speak basic sentences in Welsh.
   The students appeared keener to be in this class and participate more than any of the previous classes observed throughout the day.





	Objectives

The teacher did not have to emphasise the importance of learning Welsh, nor did any of the activities used in the lesson communicate this either. The simple reason for this was that the students already had a large enthusiasm for learning this language, most likely given the fact that all of them or at least most of them have been exposed to Welsh since an early age.





	Direction

The environment was extremely formal and traditional, with the teacher being very inclusive and ensuring each student had an equal opportunity to engage. This ensured that the students understood the importance of the lesson: i.e. that it was focused on building knowledge of basic phrases and words. 








	Access and challenge
 
The students already have a confident knowledge of basic Welsh, so there was little ‘pushing’ necessary from the teacher. The students were already eager to engage with the material. 






	Assessment

The teacher used a story to elicit understanding of Welsh words and phrases from the students. This was a great way to see which level the students are at.







	Specifics / Critical Incidents

Some students at the front dominated the class and the teacher had to cold-call on students from the back, whilst politely asking the students at the front to remain quiet.




































CRITICAL INCIDENT IDENTIFICATION RECORD

	Details relevant to the research context.

Date/time.
Age/Stage of group.
People involved.
Contextual
information from field notes. 

	
Welsh
14:00 30.9.2020
Year 7

The lesson focused on breaking down a big passage in Welsh.
Moderate ability among students, however this was a mixed-ability class.

People involved with the critical incident: all the students and the teacher.








	What happened? A detailed decription of what you observed and what thoughts on pedagogy and practice occurred to you as a result, looking towards your research.
	
Two students at the front of the class seemed to dominate the session by repeatedly putting their hands up and answering.

The teacher picked on quieter students at the back, whilst politely asking the students at the front to remain quiet. This was an attempt to balance out the learning ability of the class.

This is a classic example of more confident students trying to “show off” and impress others with their skills. It would be interesting to see how frequently this is referred to in academic research.
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