1903033	ECAD6007	
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:
This critical evaluation will consider the strengths and weakness, as well as the challenges, of an observed critical incident in a classroom or school setting. Using theory, it will aim to assess the rationale used within the critical incident and reflect upon the observation to distinguish methods used. In this evaluation, the term ‘critical incident’ will refer to an event that can be interpreted as relevant or important to the learning. The critical incident being evaluated has been observed in a school setting which will be reflected upon to link theory to practice. Tripp (1993) understands that a technique for effective self-reflection is critical incident analysis. This critical incident will form the basis for critical reflection and will be linked to relevant Welsh guidance including the new curriculum 2022 with a focus on the four purposes and learning theories. It will consider theories of learning including the benefits of collaborative working with peers, behaviour management such as the effects of positive reinforcement, and how the effects of a world-wide pandemic have shaped the way children are developing in early year settings. In this critical evaluation, the reflective practise used is based on the reflective model outlined by Rolfe, Freshwater & Jasper (2001) and looks at ‘What?’, ‘So what?’, and ‘Now What?’. This reflective practice will support the development of professional practice and be built upon during the reflection further on looking at Pedagogical Principles (Donaldson, 2015) and the Professional QTS (Qualified Teacher Status) standards (Welsh Government, 2020). 
The Role of Critical Reflection:
Cottrell (2017) identifies critical reflection as a process of reflection that involves professionals clarifying their thinking, understanding why certain methods are used, and reinforcing learning with the intention of leading to positive change. BERA (2014) states that “good teaching, they argue, develops from interrogating one’s practice and making explicit the assumptions and values that underpin it” (pp. 20). Teachers who engage in critical reflection are viewed to demonstrate their commitment to learning by reflecting and reviewing their professional practice with the aim of improving their effectiveness and their professional development according to Zwozdiak-Myers (2012). This coincides with the Professional QTS standards in several areas including continuing professional development to prompt professional growth using critical thinking to guide this process (Welsh Government, 2017). Reflective practice is linked closely to the work of Dewey (1933) with the three reflective attitudes of open-mindedness, responsibility, and wholeheartedness. Dewey (1933) continued with the idea that in order to successfully be able to critically reflect, professionals must be able to recognise more than one view, take responsibility for their actions whilst accepting consequences, and have the enthusiasm to learn new approaches and continue with their professional development; the idea of being open to learning something new to continue professional development is also supported by Zeichner and Liston (1996). Critical reflection often involves breaking assumptions of everyday practice to become more self-aware according to Finlay (2008); this idea stems from McKay (2008) with the stance that professional reflective practice is based on reflecting on a performance and then acting on the reflection. This could be seen as important when considering the Welsh Curriculum being rolled out across Wales and the idea that practitioners should provide engaging and relevant learning opportunities to all learners using observations to support this (Welsh Government, 2021); this idea can be linked to Schon’s Reflective Model (1983) and the understanding that reflection can take place in the moment and after the moment. It could be argued that to provide learners with relevant learning opportunities, practitioners need to be able to reflect in action and be able to adapt accordingly. Littleton et al. (2005) highlighted that there is a strong link between how practitioners engage with children and the development of a child; whilst practitioners often reflect every day without noticing (Hargreaves and Page, 2013), being able to be aware that critical reflection has taken place is an ongoing practitioner development according to Mann, Gordon, & MacLeod, (2007). This evaluation of a critical incident will use Rolfe, Freshwater & Jasper’s (2001) reflective model to guide the process considering what happened leading to how this could then guide future practice and develop professional development going forward.    
Observation:
This critical evaluation will follow the BERA (2018) guidelines ensuring that the school and the individuals have complete anonymity and their right to confidentiality. This means that the school's name will not be mentioned during this evaluation and the children will be referred to as Child A, B and so forth.    
The observation of the critical incident took place at an English medium primary school in Swansea with 365 pupils on roll during the last Estyn inspection (2014); however, the school has merged to a new site meaning that number may be higher during the observation. The school have very low number of English as Additional Language (EAL) whilst having 28% of students entitled to free school meals; this is higher than the national average of 18.2% back in 2013 (Save the Children, 2013). Those with Additional Learning Needs (ALN) are at 23% with very few children in the school having a statement of needs. It is noted in Estyn (2014) that the performance of pupils at the end of Foundation Phase and leaving Key Stage 2, is considerably lower compared to similar schools in the area with standards of Welsh also being highlighted as weak. This could be due to the attendance levels falling with the school in the lower 50% when, again, comparing it to similar schools.   
  Critical Incident linked to Donaldson’s Four Purposes:
The observation focuses on a phonics lesson in a reception class, where the children are aged between 4-5 years old; the phonics lesson is taking place directly after lunch at 12:50pm and the children are sat on the carpet facing the interactive whiteboard. The teacher announces to the class that it is time for ‘Jolly Phonics’, an action song that teaches the children phonics through nursery rhymes found on Youtube and asked if they were ready to begin. It was noted that Child A crossed his arms, slouched over, and looked visibly upset that it was time for phonics. The teacher reminded the children that there would be reward points for children who ‘tried’; a large emphasis was placed on the word ‘tried’ as she explained she did not mind if the children did not know the sounds, but they could still try the actions. During the song, it was observed that Child A did not join in until the letter ‘F’ where he began copying Child B next to him and did not watch the screen for the entirety of the song. This critical incident appears to link in to the ‘healthy, confident individual’ purpose when considering Donaldson’s Four Purposes (2015). The observation included Child A withdrawing from the activity before it started; this could be for a number of reasons including consequences of failure in the past, lack of skills from observations, or lack of confidence to try (Eleby, 2009). In this incident, Child A began to join in after watching Child B join in which is something that will be explored during the literature review and how the child learns best. It is also important to recognise that Child A, for some reason, chose to watch Child B. This is important because all of the children were joining in an he could have watched any of them, or the teacher, or the screen, but Child A looked across the carpet to mimic Child B. This links to the idea that children should form positive relationships; Child A appeared to have put his trust in Child B to copy the actions correctly so that he, too, could get it right (see Appendix C). The critical incident also links to the purpose of ambitions and capable learners as a majority of the children were ready to enjoy a new challenge whilst building on the knowledge they already had. During the observation, the teacher was using differentiation for the children by asking ‘Whose name starts with a ‘s’ sound?’ The children were quick to answer if their name started with that sound or if they knew whose name did; this idea was a very subtle form of differentiation which allowed the children to build up their knowledge and use their skills to connect it to different context which also relates to the idea of schemas maintained by Piaget (1952); this will be explored more during the literature review.    
Literature Review:
Bandura (1977) supported the idea that people, including children, learn through observing those around them in social groups and that a learner can acquire knowledge from their more knowledgeable peers by being a legitimate participant in their learning (Pritchard, 2014). Children’s learning is proposed to have two key elements made up of imitation and identification; MacBlain (2018) notes that Bandura argued that children imitate those around them including adults and peers and it is through this that they identify with others and form new learning concepts. This learning theory is consistent to social constructivist theory (Pritchard, 2014); Vygotsky (1978) proposed that knowledge comes from social situations which is then internalised and understood after the learning has taken place (Eggan & Kauchak, 2004). In continuation of social constructivism, Vygotsky (1978) maintained that individuals have a Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) and it is within this ZPD that children move from what they are already able to achieve on their own to what they can achieve with the help of others. Vygotsky (citied in Pritchard, 2009) suggested that the more knowledgeable other can scaffold learning to give the learners support; this can be done by asking questions or through class discussions. Whilst the theories discussed so far are focused on how children will learn regarding the curriculum, working in a group also allows for the social and emotional skills that children require; it is suggested by Fisher (2005) that learners can benefit from emotional support via encouragement and enthusiasm by more confident peer. When considering the cognitive constructivism approach taken by Piaget (1957); this argument could see that children reach stages of development according to their age rather than the help of social interaction and peers. It is argued that learners will learn through building on knowledge they have already acquired; the notion of Schemas is that a learner will experience something around them that they then turn into a schema which relies on using their prior knowledge to understand this new information (Pritchard, 2009). In the instance of the critical incident, it would be that the child knows the objects being sung about and creating a new schema for the sounds they start with.   
Grimmer (2017) took learning and understood it as something that learners could achieve through play; it is suggested that children repeat play and, therefore, solidify their learning and explore self-correction. Howard and McInnes (2012) concluded that children who view an activity as purely play are more likely to be engaged with the task and focused compared to an adult led activity session. Froebel (citied in Hoskins and Smedley, 2018) believed that children learn best and thrive through play as it allows for problem solving and building up their resilience. Froebel (citied in Hoskins and Smedley, 2018) suggested that children do best when they feel emotionally secure which happens when the child has plenty of opportunities to play freely (Tovey, 2017). This way of learning takes away the need for a more knowledgeable other but will be explored in the reflection as to whether it could be an effective method when considering the critical incident.    
During the critical incident, it was observed that the teacher leading the activity used a form of behaviour management by offering ‘Dojo Points’ for learners who were trying; Dojo Points are individual reward points that are displayed on the interactive whiteboard all day for the learners to see. This form of behaviour management links closely to the work of Skinner (1953) and the theory that behaviour can be controlled by the use of instant outcomes. The use of positive reinforcement in the classroom sees that learners are being given something positive in an effort to encourage behaviour that the teacher wishes to see (Skinner, 1953). Skinner (cited in Chance, 2007) identified obstacles to learning with one of them being the fear of failure; the teacher in this critical incident emphasised that positive reinforcement would be given to learners who tried rather than learners who correctly knew their phonics. Learners are more likely to respond to learning situations in anticipated ways to gain their teachers' attention (Conroy et al., 2009); teachers can   
benefit from this by providing positive praise through feedback and rewards to   
maintain learning engagement. Hoque (2013) maintained that it is an essential skill for teachers to have to provide effective positive reinforcement; there are a multitude of benefits from positive reinforcement in the classroom including increasing learner motivation and nurturing the student-teacher relationship required (Hulac et al., 2016; Bernier, Simpson & Rose, 2012). Wheatley et al. (2009) also documented that positive reinforcement had a high impact for improving student’s behaviour in group situations. Positive reinforcement has also been shown to increase how a learner perceives their own performance which helps build up their confidence as well as increasing the intrinsic motivation to complete a task (Reinschluessel & Mandryk, 2016). Bandura (1977) suggested that a child’s motivation for learning was central to the learning process and the levels of motivation would affect how a child observes others and, therefore, contribute to their own development (MacBlain, 2018)  Self-esteem is located in Maslow’s Hierarchy of needs (see appendix A); the need for all of the child’s needs to be met is fundamental in ensuring that a child can develop and reach their full potential (Freitas & Leonard, 2011).  However, Brendrto, Mitchell & McCall (2009) argue that positive reinforcement hinders learners from achieving the desired deep brain learning and, instead, encourages them to focus on performing for praise. Instead of positive reinforcement, it could be argued that learners require intrinsic rewards in order to form lasting learning (Dweck, 2007). Mantasiah et al. (2021) expresses that if positive reinforcement is given to a learner and is not considered as sincere, the reinforcement will not be received in the same way or have the same effect on the learner.   
During the observation, a consideration that came to mind was the effect that a global pandemic has had on children especially children who have not previously experienced an educational setting. Ruiz (2021) uses the term ‘Pandemic Natives’ to refer to children who have only ever experienced a pandemic including limited social interactions and lockdowns. Previously, it was mentioned the importance of learning from others from more knowledgeable others and the ZPD (Vygotksy, 1978); due to the pandemic, children have not had face-to-face learning, or the social interaction needed for effective development (Engzell, Frey & Verhagen, 2021). When considering a child’s development and the impact of others, Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological system (Appendix B) highlights how the environment surrounding a child can impact their development. The microsystem is the first system and is the people who have direct contact with the child including parents, teachers, and their school peers (Ashiabi & O’Neil, 2015); the relationships built here have a direct effect on how the child is influenced in all aspects of development (Lickenbrock & Braungart-Rieker, 2015). Due to covid, many children have been limited to interactions within the microsystem which could lead to psychological effects on school performance according to Fennis and Wiebenga (2015). However, Engler (2007) argued that this theory fails to consider resilience and the personality of the child. Miller (2008) maintains that resilience could manifest from parents and upbringing meaning that whilst the child does not interact with everyone mentioned in the microsystem, the individuals they do meet support the development of resilience. When considering the critical incident observed, every child would have had a different lockdown experience meaning some children were reaching developmental milestones that other children were missing out on due to family support.   
There is emerging data that is showing children who faced prolonged lockdown periods to have negative mental health when considering stress (Fergert et al., 2020). Green, McLaughlin & Alegria (2013) suggests that a main role of a school is to support a child’s development including mental health. This is also a critical part of the new curriculum for Wales (Donaldson, 2015) under the statements of what matter, health, and well-being; this includes building healthy relationships, processing our emotions and mental health, and developing life-long well-being. With the pandemic, this appears to have been difficult to achieve due to lockdowns (Gov.uk, 2021).   
For children who are pandemic natives, many have very little experience in sitting or listening for extended periods of time; this can lead to reduced attention and cause the child to face negative self-perception when considering their own ability (Owens et al., 2013). A study has indicated that children in Year 2 (aged 6-7 years old) were behind by 2 months when looking at expectations in maths and reading despite missing only six weeks of school (Institute for Social & Economic Research, 2021); the same study highlights a significant increase in challenging behaviours being seen in schools compared to previous years which are only slightly improving since returning to schools. It is indicated that children with behavioural and social difficulties are likely to have low academic performances (Joffe and Black, 2012); this highlights that whilst children did still receive learning through online facilities, the effect of COVID-19 still impacted how children learn and how they are in school-settings today (Pokhrel & Chhetri, 2021).  
Critical Reflection:   
When looking at the critical incident, the three topics chosen to explore were the use of positive reinforcement as a motivation tool, the chosen style of learning and how effective it can be on children, and the role the worldwide pandemic, covid-19, has had on children’s education. When this critical incident took place, Rolfe, Freshwater & Jasper (2001) reflective model guided the finding and motivation behind the research. When considering the ‘So What?’, the teacher was asked about Child A and how his behaviour is normally viewed in the class. It was apparent that Child A was an only child and was 2 years old when the pandemic forced the country into lockdown which meant that he was limited with his social engagement. Due to this, it appeared that the child was currently not meeting the four purposes under ‘healthy and confident individuals’ focusing on particular on forming positive relationships and having the confidence to participate (Donaldson, 2015). This highlighted the need for the teacher to focus on building up these skills so that Child A was able to achieve and reach his full potential; with regards to the Pedagogical Principles (Donaldson, 2015), there is an emphasis that good teaching supports social and emotional development. When considering how this could affect professional practice, I will endeavour to remember that learning is not just focused solely on the curriculum, but well-being also plays a significant role. This is supported by Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs previously discussed in the literature review.   
This critical incident took place in a group activity but was adult-led; adult-led activities allow for the teacher to scaffold the learning and be the more knowledgeable other for the children (Vygotsky, 1978) however, The Welsh Government (Wales - a Play Friendly Country, 2014) stated that “play is central to their enjoyment of life and contributes to their well-being”. This activity appeared to make sense that it was adult-led but still allowed for the children to learn from their peers, as noted that Child A copied Child B during this activity. However, the role of play is something that I have reflected on to consider bringing into my practice; using Frobel’s (cited in Hoskins and Smedley, 2018) view on the role of play for a child’s learning, incorporating play as a form of learning supports the notion that good teaching means using a range of approaches (Donaldson, 2015). Whilst child-led play is a popular method for teachers and when considering the new curriculum, the benefit of learning is something that I would like to explore more, in particular, to see if different areas of learning are better taught through child-led play or adult-led activities (LegoFoundation, 2017). It is also important to my practice when looking at the QTS Standards (Welsh Government, 2020) that learners can lead their learning but noting how the child wishes to do so, for example, does the child need options to support them due to additional learning needs or are they able to play completely independent (Bentenuto, Falco & Venuti, 2016); this is something that will be decided depending on individual learners needs.  
The role of COVID-19 was something that I knew I would consider before starting my observation as it is something I witnessed first-hand when working in a school before. Mental health is a role that is clearly important when considering how children learn and develop when looking at Bronfenbrenner’s ecological system; however, the argument of resilience outlined by Engler (2007) does lead to consider that every child is going to need a different level of input depending on their home environment and the impact that lockdown has had on their social skills. This links into the Pedagogical Principles (Donaldson, 2015) and the idea that good teaching supports social development and emotional development as well as considering the QTS Standard of differentiation and acknowledging the different needs of others. When considering Rolfe, Freshwater & Jasper (2001) reflective model, the ‘What’ was questioning why Child A appeared to show signs of low self-esteem compared to his peers, the ‘So What?’ led me to consider the role of COVID-19 and just how much a child’s home environment can make a difference to each individual. However, the ‘Now What?’ was a reflection that I struggle with understanding; COVID-19 is considered to be unprecedented times meaning the true effect of the pandemic is yet to be known (Calbi et al., 2021). When looking at my own practice, I am still unsure how to manage learners with lower developmental social skills whilst maintaining a curriculum that meets the new progression steps.   


Conclusion:
To conclude, this critical incident was an activity that takes place every day in this setting, but also in many educational settings in Wales; this incident highlighted the role that teachers have in a child’s learning but also how much the child has their own role. When considering the work of Vygotsky (1978), it supports the idea that children need to learn from others and from watching peers achieve so they can mimic this behaviour. When looking at the QTS Standards, the idea of blended learning styles is not just an abstract idea, but something that has been seen as effective. The role of the teacher in this critical incident shows how adaptable they must be within the classroom; the teacher had planned to do Jolly Phonics however, she then listened to the learners to see if they wanted to do it again. Whilst the QTS standards (Welsh Government, 2015) states ‘Listen’, it also shows that teaching is about understanding the learners' non-verbal cues which is something that comes from reflective practice. This is something that I would take forward in my own practice once in the classroom. The critical incident also demonstrated that the needs of the learners were at the forefront of the planning and there was a focus on the well-being of the learners. To link this to the four purposes, the learners were given the learning opportunity to build up their confidence, face and overcome challenges, and form positive relationships with peers. Whilst this activity was a literacy-based lesson, the teacher highlighted that COVID-19 had had a negative effect on some of the learners' well-being and developmental progress meaning she tried to bring social skills and well-being into most of the activities she planned throughout the day. When considering the QTS Standards (Welsh Government, 2015), it not only meets the ‘Four Purposes for Learners’ criteria but also shows the understanding for progression in learning in that the teacher showed her awareness of how children learn and how social skills play a significant role in this. This has shown me how I can meet the criteria in subtle ways as well as in lesson planning.  
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Appendix C: 
OBSERVATION / FIELD NOTES

Record 1
	Date and time, year group:
22nd September 2021, Reception Class,  12: 50pm 

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

Phonics lesson on the carpet after lunch. Children sat on the carpet all together, on their assigned spots. The children all sat in their spots without being asked or reminded of where their spot was.
The teacher had planned this as a literacy lesson and had only planned on completing the song once. 



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

Children appeared very excited to do their phonics lesson around the screen. The phonics lesson was based on the YouTube video ‘Jolly Phonics’ which is each sound being sung to a different nursery rhyme along with an action e.g the sound ‘a’ is sung to ‘Skip to my Lou’ and the action is pretending there is ant running up and down your arm. It was sung as a group song which encouraged all the children to sing along and when they didn’t know a sound, you could see them looking at their peers and then copying them. One child did not appear confident with the sounds, but after 5 letters, he started to join in but copying the boy next to him and paying little attention to the video on the screen. The children were all rewarded with Dojo points (good behavior points) for joining in and trying. The teacher could see that the children were engaging and enjoying, so she asked them if they would like to do it again. The children all said yes, including child A.  





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

- Lack of confidence and the role that COVID-19 has played in this. Also considering how mental health has an effect on development and learning in a classroom. 
- Bandura = links to the idea that children imitate those who surround them and mimic their behaviour. How important is social interaction in terms of learning?
- Vygotsky - Cognitive development stems from social interactions from guided learning within the zone of proximal development as children and their partner's co-construct knowledge. 
- Four Purposes - are building their mental and emotional well-being by developing confidence, resilience and empathy, Face and overcome challenges. 
- Piaget = Schemas. How do children build on their previous knowledge to create new schemas. 


	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)

The children were told that they were going to do Jolly Phonics, this got mixed reactions from each child – some were happy and others seemed quite disappointed. It was directly after lunch and they were all sat on the carpet. They were told that it was okay if they didn’t know the sounds and that Dojo points would be given to those who were trying and that’s all she was looking for. 
Child A was one of the children who changed his demeanour when told about Jolly Phonics, he slouched back and crossed his arms, he looked visibly unhappy. 
Added after the observation – on the next day, the class had a supply teacher and it was wet play which meant the children appeared to be less capable of sitting for longer periods of time. Whilst they did participate in the Jolly Phonics, it was noted that the children were moving around a lot more and did not complete it for the second time as their attention was not there. 





























Record 2
	Date and time, year group:
22nd September 2021, Reception Class,  12: 50pm

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

Reception classroom, during activity time where they were having free play. The children were playing with toys out on the table and in the outdoor learning areas. No adult guidance. 





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

The children were playing in both the classroom and the outdoor learning area – whilst the toys and activities were pre-selected by the teacher in the morning, there was no adult guidance in what they chose or how they played. The teacher put a ‘tidy up song’ on the interactive whiteboard. When the children heard the song, every child stopped what they were doing and began to tidy what they were playing with. They then started tidying other areas until the music stopped and then they sat on the carpet unprompted. 


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

Behaviour management looking at operant conditioning 
Different reward systems – positive reinforcement for tidying or negative punishment for refusal? Pros and cons. 
Mimicking others – do peers shape children’s behaviour and why do they shape more than adult guidance?
Could a child’s home experience influence how they feel about tidying at school?


	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)

This happened within the first half hour of the children being in the classroom. It was a very busy classroom at the time with some children still coming into school and others having been there for roughly half an hour. The song is used throughout the day and is the same song every day. The children have been using this song since the start of the academic year meaning they have been using it for 3 weeks. The teacher did explain that at the beginning of the year, she did have to tell the children to tidy and encourage those who didn’t. She did say that at the start, some of the children did not receive Dojo Points but now they all did and she did not have to remind them about them as a reward. 









Record 3
	Date and time, year group:
23rd September 2021, Reception Class

	Where and When: Context of the observation – subject/AOLE, general classroom context
· Outdoor learning area, no specific AOLE as they learn through play. Water tuff tray being used along with a range of materials and shapes. 


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

The children were all given the freedom to choose where they played, they are not limited to certain areas and do not have time limits for how long they must be there for. During this activity, 4 children were playing in the water with animal foam shapes, rocks, and shells. One of the children squashed his shape onto the plastic side of the tray and was extremely excited to see that it stuck to the side. He shouted for people to look. All the children then began to stick their animals to the side with one asking how. The children all began to give answers such as ‘is it sticky?’ upon removing it and feeling it with his hand, he said ‘no it’s not sticky it’s something else’. They then went around sticking the shapes on other objects such as windows, doors and then trying them on bricks and fences whilst asking why it didn’t stick. None of the questions were asked to an adult but to each other. They then moved on to try and stick the rocks and shells to various objects but stopped as ‘it just wasn’t working’. 


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

· Learning through play 
· Montessori 
· Peer learning 
· Inquisitive minds 
· Vygotsky – More Knowledgable other
· Four purposes – Creative and ambitious. .



	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)


· This activity was not specifically designed for this exploration however it also wasn’t limited to a certain topic
· Each child joined in on their own with no encouragement from peers or adults
· There were lots of other toys available such as a car mat, ipads, interactive whiteboard, and playdough. 
· There was no adult guidance and they did not attempt to seek adult input. 
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