
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.
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This assignment will provide an insight into a critical incident witnessed within a classroom. Gathering insight through theories to develop an understanding of the impact the incident can have both either positively or negatively, and how it can affect a learner or group of learners - through the means of a case study. Critically analysing an incident will allow constant amendments and improvements to be made upon one’s pedagogical philosophy, assessing the theory that has been suggested (Gil and Johnson, 2002 and Kolb, 1975 and 1984). 

For this, the incident will be critically analysed through the guidance of Tripp’s (1993) reflective learning model. Tripp (1993) explains how a critical incident is a moment which can change the parameters of a person, organisation or social norms. Tripp (1993) also identifies incidents through observation within the classroom through 6 stages and explains how critical incidents do not just exist, but are formed, and all rely upon how somebody, i.e practitioner, views the scenario - which correlates to how Gil and Johnson (2002) understand that observing is feeling the entire situation and not just watching. Being within the situation which is being investigated adds to the validity of observation and allows one to gain understanding directly (Zikmund, 2000)

The pieces to follow will look into theorists' ideologies surrounding the critical incident in question and how it can affect the learner or group of learners whilst analysing the level of validity surrounding such ideas.

The school which was observed involved an English medium mixed 11-18 secondary school within the Local Authority of Cardiff with 1,721 pupils (including sixth form) as of the last Estyn inspection in 2017 (Estyn, 2017).
The critical incident which I observed involved the entire class - both the teacher and a student teacher, one pupil and the others were also indirectly involved. Within this class there were 24 pupils, who all attended the same lessons throughout the day together, being in the same form. I followed this form all day in lessons and was in the assembly at the start of the day where the head of year pointed out that lateness was an issue the previous week, all day with this class this had not been an issue until the lesson after lunch. One student (Pupil A) had turned up to the Welsh lesson 5 minutes late, by this time the teacher (Teacher A) had already completed the register and made a start on her lesson. Pupil A entered the classroom before Teacher A asked them to wait outside. I had clocked it at then 8 minutes later before the student teacher had to remind Teacher A of Pupil A waiting outside. Teacher A had then finished her introduction to the lesson and gave the class a small discussion to complete whilst she spoke to Pupil A regarding their lateness. However whilst Teacher A was talking to Pupil A, the majority of the class were not discussing what was asked of them but instead were watching and trying to listen to what was being discussed between Teacher A and Pupil A. Pupil A then reentered the classroom, sat in their seat and was expected to follow on straight away with the lesson and was not caught up on what was missed by either teachers nor peers.




Review of Literature

Through my research surrounding the critical incident observed, there are links between learning theories and the practice.

Dewey believes that actions performed within the classroom should be related to real life experiences, with teachers using the pupils' actions as a tool for learning (Bates, 2019), showing that the pupil cannot be late for everything as it will have an impact upon their lifelong learning. This comes hand in hand with pupils having to take responsibility when it comes to their own learning with Dewey (1933) outlining how there are 3 attributes which define a reflective individual which are open-mindedness, responsibility and wholeheartedness. A study by Hammill Institute on Disabilities (Caldarella et al., 2011) attempted to lower the amount of pupils who arrived late to class through the means of praise notes composed by the teacher with researchers finding that those students who often arrived late would miss the introduction of lessons and not only can this affect the late learner but also the teacher and the other pupils who are already prepared for the lesson and disrupting the environment of the classroom, with Smith et al. (1996) outlining how the less time that a pupil spends within the classroom then the learning involved is restricted and impedes other learners. This also relates to Chang & Wiener’s (2010) analysis of turning up late to school can not only affect the educational attainment of a pupil but also their relationships with their peers - causing an impact upon the students social and emotional wellbeing. Despite the claims of spending less time in lessons having an affect on their relationship with peers, in that moment within my critical incident of Pupil A being sent out of the class by Teacher A for arriving late, Pupil A was laughing as was other students within the class - in that moment Pupil A’s self esteem seemed to be high as they received approval from their classmates, which one might relate that to correlating with negative outcomes of achievement however some studies (Hughes and Zhang, 2007) have been made specifically correlating peer liking with reading achievement, however this is important to add this does not contain the reasoning/type of peer likeness.

Many believe that when it comes to turning up to lessons late, it can have a link to socio-economic factors with some linking lateness to “low-achieving secondary school students who use drugs or alcohol and who fail or drop out of school” (Cuellar, 1992; Ligon & Jackson, 1988; Mizell, 1987, quoted in Caldarella et al., 2011, p. 105). Critiques of Dewey’s experiential learning (Dewey, 1938) claim that the theory has a huge cultural and socioeconomic bias, linking to Counts’ debate with Dewey in regards to training within education (Apple, 2013, cited in Apple 2019). Apple (2013) states how Counts is known for challenging figures within education (Dewey for one) as he requested more acknowledgement to be made for the roles in which social and political conflicts affect the formation and changes of educational policies (Cremin, 1961, p.226 cited in Apple, 2013). Therefore reflecting upon those with differing cultural and socio-economic backgrounds, and requiring more recognition and awareness from the higher authorities, Gray and MacBlain (2015) explain how every person garners different experiences in their own individual way which links to those coming from different cultural and socio-economic backgrounds as “no two individuals will encounter an experience in exactly the same way. What will be beneficial for one person might be devastating for another” (Gray and MacBlain, 2015, p.39). This is supported through Piaget who describes a child as a ‘lone scientist’ linking to his theory of ‘constructivism’, which allows humans to develop an understanding through synergy between their own individual experiences (Gray and MacBlain, 2015). When linking socio-economic factors with the critical incident in question, it can show a direct link to lower academic success as coming from a lower socio-economic background has been proven to show lower academic achievement than those who come from a more ‘wealthier’ background before coming into education, thus  also leaving school at 16 with less qualifications (Cardiff Gov, 2013).

John Dewey’s experiential learning also relates to and can be supported by Kolb’s reflective model (1975 & 1984). Kolb emphasised how reflective observation is a way to analyse and draw conclusions, believing being reflective begins with the Concrete Experience (experiencing something), moving to Reflective Observation (thinking about the experience), before starting the Abstract Conceptualisation (learning from the experience) and finishing with Active Experimentation (putting into practice what has been learnt). Kolb’s experiential learning theory is said to be one of the most influential in terms of management learning (Vince, 1988) however there has been criticisms of said theory through the reasons of both empirical (Freedman & Stumpf, 1980, cited by Kayes, 2002) and theoretical (Holman, Pavlica & Thorpe, 1997, cited by Kayes, 2002).  Its empirical flaws stem through the means of validity and reliability of measuring Kolb’s Experiential Learning Theory; this started in the 1970s however due to this, Kolb then redesigned his theory twice (1985 & 1999). In regards to the theoretical concerns, it comes at a price of the aspects of learning, specifically the psychodynamic - understanding behaviour through intrapersonal activities (Greenberg & Mitchell, 1983), social and institutional areas (Holman et al., 1997). 

In regards to the incident, Schön’s reflective model could have been used. In that moment in which the incident had occurred, a reaction was made in action. Teacher A acted within that moment to ensure Pupil A waited outside before then speaking with them. Completing Schön’s (1983) reflective model would be to then reflect upon what happened and how the situation could potentially be handled better with the use of new and improved information as well as theoretical points of view. This can also be linked to Brookfield’s model (1995) with the last lens of his model being reflecting upon theoretical literature. Schön believed that teachers learn within the practice and they then create their own links between what works for them and the theory (Bates, 2019). However, it is important to note that some believe that Schön’s model had too much focus upon individualistic approaches (Kotzee, 2012).

An important approach to view is Vygotsky's Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD)
Vygotsky’s ZPD is defined as:

“the distance between a child’s actual developmental level as determined by independent problem-solving and the level of potential development as determined through problem-solving under adult guidance or in collaboration with more capable peers” (Vygotsky, 1978, p.86)

Wertsch (2007) underlines how Vygotsky believed that the development of a child involves communication and mediated actions with both students and practitioners. Vygotsky’s ZPD (1978) links through to the critical incident which I observed. Specifically, the pupil who arrived late to the lesson and was asked to wait outside, can present a potential divide between the pupil and the rest of the class - in regards to how the learning is already taking place within the classroom whilst the late student is yet to even take off their coat/bag. As Pupil A was waiting outside, they missed the introduction to the lesson and thus far did not receive the aid which could have been imperative to their learning, this could have acted as scaffolding and connected any potential missed opportunities of learning.
Vygotsky’s theory also underlines how collaborative work is key to the development of a student in reaching their ZPD - therefore through the means of ZPD, this incident shows that the Teacher A did not make use of this and allow for peer support when Pupil A finally entered the classroom, as they were expected to follow along straight away with Teacher A’s next task. Vygotsky’s ZPD theory (1978) is supported through Bruner’s (1976) scaffolding of learning theory as well as the emphasis on social interaction, with the concept of scaffolding being formed through a study conducted by Bruner (Verenika, 2003, cited in Margolis, 2020). Linking with Vygotsky’s ZPD (1978), that communication is key when it comes to the development of a student, beginning from the minute an individual is born, according to Bruner (Margolis, 2020) - therefore it is clear from the observation that Pupil A’s ZPD was not positively influenced in that incident where, as stated by Bates (2019), the scaffolding idea could have tested earlier understanding and comprehension, and that others could benefit through offering their input to the study of their peers - which is not a criticism of the students. Despite this it is important to remember although scaffolding would have been ideal for the late student, studies have been conducted emphasising the importance of supervision. Therefore in that instance, yes Pupil A would receive information for what has been missed, the others in the class may then receive a lack of supervision which could be detrimental to their learning experiences (Rahimi & Yusri, 2015, cited in Daud et al., 2018 and Skinner, n/a, cited in Perkinson, 1984)
Vygotsky is said to have been hugely influenced by Piaget's cognitive development (Gray and MacBlain, 2015), being that the knowledge of a child grows as they do (Piaget, 1957), linking in with Vygotsky’s ZPD (1978), which has in itself been described as a major component in the world of developmental steps (Flavell, 1996). However Piaget’s theory does have a flaw in the fact that it does not consider the differences of important attributes of an individual (Gray and MacBlain, 2015). What one student might think can be different to not only their peers but to also what their teachers and parents believe (Maxwell, 2000)
Resnick (1996) outlines a criticism of Vygotsky being that instead of focusing on an individual themself, Vygotsky actually was more interested in society as a whole, with Vygotsky believing that experiences lived in (cultural and social) have positive impacts on the development of a child, whereas stated by Collette and MacBlain (2012), that is not the instance when you consider the case of Baby P, showing every child has unique upbringings. When linking this to my critical incident, it is important to note that in that case you are not to be fully aware if Pupil A has a different upbringing to those others in their class which can have a direct effect upon their social and emotional wellbeing and awareness. This can also be linked to Daniels (2005) as he expresses how Vygotsky’s theories are insufficient in evidence and lacking sophistication; however they also underline this could be due to his early death.

Teaching and Learning Methods

Through the critical incident witnessed and the research provided, links can be made, as well as providing myself insight into the certain things I will and will not do within my teaching practice to ensure everybody gets the best out of their learning experience and ensure equity is shown across the board.

There are many links to Vygotsky which can be made in an implementation of my own teaching if I were to be in the very same situation of the critical incident. When Teacher A asked Pupil A to wait outside when Pupil A entered the lesson late, I would introduce Vygotsky’s idea of the importance of social interaction (1978) in the classroom which would allow for a warm and welcoming environment for students when they arrive at class. Doing this would allow students to understand that my classroom will be a reachable and comfortable environment, making them wish to get to my class on time in order to continue enhancing on that relationship which can then be a positive upon their learning - as more time will be spent within the classroom. This can be linked back to Smith et al. (1996) underlining the importance of the time spent within the classroom by students, that they learn more with the time spent in the classroom, removing potential risks of learning being restricted. This can have a positive impact upon the progression of the pupil as noted, the student will feel comfortable in that environment - allowing them to make mistakes and learn from said mistakes, which Skinner (n/a, cited in Perkinson, 1984) highlights that learning translates into learning from mistakes, accepting those ‘mistakes’ as ‘trials’ (operant conditioning). It is important to note there is a negative when allowing your own classroom to be a warm and welcoming environment as it provides the outcome of students then becoming too comfortable within your classroom and within the teachers presence. Which in itself does not sound bad but this can then eventually lead to a boundary being crossed with then a lack of respect being shown by the student. Some believe what practitioners and parents may deem as a welcoming environment, students may disagree, thinking of it as not so welcoming (Maxwell, 2000).

Vygotsky, and also linking in with Bruner (1976), understand the importance of scaffolding within the classroom. So whereas in my incident, Teacher A appears to expect Pupil A to get involved with the lesson immediately and follow on without any introduction, a simple one to one catch up can be accomplished to ensure the student does not feel confused or left out of what has already been taught. A one to one explaining what has been taught, as well as a quick reminder of the previous lesson can help the student on a social level as they can now get involved with any class discussions and can also aid the student in an emotional sense. As the student arrived late there is a chance they may feel worried about peers' thoughts on them being late and, of course, worried about the work already complete and are struggling to catch up. Chang & Wiener (2010) support the idea that tardiness can have a negative effect on both the academic performance of a pupil but as well as their relationships with other students, linking to a potential negative effect on a student’s social and emotional health. Also within this moment of one to one work, although beneficial to the singular pupil who will then be at the same stage of the lesson as their peers, can be disadvantageous towards the rest of the class. The others could then fall off task without supervision and constant instruction which can lead to other conversations taking place, thus forgetting what the task is. (Rahimi & Yusri, 2015, cited in Daud et al., 2018 and Skinner, n/a, cited in Perkinson, 1984)

Additionally, another link to Vygotsky’s ZPD which can have a positive effect upon the teaching style and the students' learning experience, and in this case, their wellbeing, is through the form of peer assistance. Within the critical incident, although it was possible for peers to help Pupil A catch up and just quickly run through what they might have missed, Teacher A did not make this known to said peers, thus moving on with the lesson, which would make the other students believe they could not assist their peer. This is supported through Vygotsky’s ZPD (1978) as he believed that the development of a child is enhanced through collaboration between peers or through the guidance of someone with a higher level of knowledge (teacher). This is why this can be a useful and effective strategy within my practice to allow the opportunity for peers to work together and support one another. This is supported through Werstch (2007) who understands that development of children involves both communication and mediated actions of pupils and teachers. As previously mentioned students can have a tendency to go off task and that can be a limitation within this method (Rahimi & Yusri, 2015, cited in Daud et al. 2018). If one student is given the task of helping the late student catch up with what has been missed there is then a chance for two students to now be behind on the task. Not only this but also the chance of the late student not being ready for the lesson and forcing conversation to go off task. It aids the late pupil hugely as not only does this provide the opportunity for the student to catch up on what was missed and be on the same task as the rest of the class but this can help with their social wellbeing as some students may feel more comfortable to receive assistance from peers rather than their teacher. In spite of this it is important to remember this can still cause an adverse effect on the helper student as this interaction can cause them to now fall behind on the given task. 

Discussion

Within the critical incident observed, Pupil A arrived late and was then made to wait even longer before being allowed into the classroom. Through my research this shows it can have a negative effect on many different factors surrounding the student. Pupil A missed out on the key introduction to the lesson which sets the precedent for the rest of the lesson. Being made to wait outside the classroom even longer presents a lack of warmth or welcoming from Teacher A, going against Vygotsky’s ZPD (1978). I strongly believe in ensuring every student feels comfortable and accepted within my classroom so in this incident I would have implemented a warm welcome (Vygotsky, 1978) to the late student to make them feel comfortable and not like an outcast. The ambition with this being that from then onwards the student (and others) would have the desire to get to the classroom on time and thus spending more time within the walls of the classroom and therefore enhancing upon their learning experience which is supported through Smith et al. (1996), children achieve more in school through the amount of time actually spent in their lessons, which includes being surrounded by their peers as well as the strong relationship with the practitioner. Even though previously before this research, the desire to have a welcoming classroom to all students (and teachers) was always high, as it is supported through theorists such as Vygotsky it allows me the comfort that it is a positive method of teaching. I however understand the criticisms of Vygotsky’s focus on society as a whole (Resnick, 1996), it is important to understand the uniqueness of every child (Collette and MacBlain, 2012) and ensuring every child within my classroom is treated through equity. 

Improving upon the incident in question is through the means of scaffolding, which is really beneficial for the late student. This, being Bruner’s (1976) theoretical approach, also links to Vygotsky (1978). Allowing a short burst of one to one teaching, allowing the late student to be up to speed can allow the student to be involved with any discussion which may follow and improve upon their learning experiences. Creating a warm environment and providing this alternative approach of scaffolding can provide an enhancement on the students’ social and emotional wellbeing as well as their educational attainment which can also provide a bridge to the relationship with their peers and teacher (Chang & Wiener, 2010). As previously mentioned, scaffolding is extremely beneficial to the child, however it can be negative towards the rest of the class as they can easily go off track due to the lack of supervision, which is key to ensuring students continue with their learning in the appropriate manner, allowing the concept of teaching becoming more effective (Rahimi & Yusri, 2015, cited in Daud et al., 2018).

From what I witnessed within the case study and the use of Tripp’s reflective learning model (1993), it presented me with alternative approaches to transition this situation into a more productive manner to ensure both the late student and the rest of the class are still interacting with the lesson and everyone feels welcomed. It has provided me with the opportunity to understand and reflect that there are multiple ways to go about certain pedagogical approaches to reach the most effective learning outcome and the best philosophy for myself.


Conclusion

Using Tripp’s reflective model (1993), a critical incident was observed and recorded for further analysis to be made surrounding it. The use of Dewey’s (1933) model of reflective thinking was put into place, ensuring the student understood their actions have consequences, however this model can be interpreted as being outdated and the change that can be made is through the means of a warm and welcoming environment through key social interaction (Vygotsky, 1978) for the late student with the ambition that they would from then on no longer turn up late and have ambition to turn up on time and spending as much time within the classroom to ensure their learning experience is not hampered (Smith et al., 1996). There are also recommendations and links towards other significant figures in this field to come towards a conclusion of the correct use of teaching and learning methods such as Piaget (1957 & 1970), Schön (1983), Bruner (1976) and Kolb (1975 & 1984).
The critical incident was investigated whilst including studies and theoretical approaches from literature highlighting different methods of teaching to improve upon the observation and taking into account the potential criticisms involved and how they can be conducted appropriately. Through the means of a warm and welcoming environment as well as support from the outset could help both in the short term at that very moment and to potentially prevent future issues regarding what caused the incident. Through means of important social interaction and means of learning methods, such as scaffolding or peer assistance, it perfectly meets the Welsh Government's professional standards (2019) of pedagogy, collaboration, leadership, innovation and professional learning. Including these methods within my classroom can allow me to not only reach the best potential of the students but also for my own teaching practice.
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