


University of Wales Trinity Saint David
ECAD6007: Who am I teaching?




A critical evaluation and 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



Word Count: 4400


2209564





















Introduction 

Reflection has been considered widely as one of the most essential aspects of teaching practice for decades. An approach when considering reflection, is Tripp’s (1993) Critical Incident Methodology. This framework enables teachers to move from normal evaluation to a more critical perspective (Carden et al., 2022). To accomplish this, the term ‘critical incident’ is introduced, and according to Tripp, “a critical incident is an interpretation of the significance of an event. To take something as a critical incident is a value judgement we make, and the basis of that judgement is a significance we attach to the meaning of the incident” (Tripp 2011). In a teaching context, this would describe the concept of issues arising during practice which then impact on the way they understand and plan for future practice (Carden et al., 2022). However, critical incidents do not have to be considered as negative instances within a classroom – they are considered as typical and everyday occurrences that can be considered as critical purely through analysis and reflection. Reflection is an incredibly important aspect of continuing professional development in teaching as it encourages deep and critical professional learning (Carden et al., 2022). 

For this assignment, the role of critical evaluation in aiding teachers’ learning and professional development will be examined. The class and school context in relation to an observed critical incident will be discussed and its link to Donaldson’s Four Core Purposes as summarised in the New Curriculum for Wales. There will then be a detailed account of the incident witnessed and a critical evaluation of the literature surrounding the importance of inclusion and engagement strategies for children with Additional Learning Needs, with a specific focus on Autistic Spectrum Disorder. A reflection discussing potential ‘next steps’ for personal and professional development will also be highlighted. 


The Role of Critical Reflection

Reflection in teaching can be described as the process of evaluating an individual’s own teaching practice by asking the question why specific events occur in a certain way (Carden et al., 2022).  It allows for the individual to recognise what was successful and what did not work in practice. Typically, there tends be a focus on what needs to be changed, when it is just as important to reflect on the positive, to ensure effective teaching practice is retained (Carden et al., 2022). Dewey (1933) first proposed what it means for teachers to be critical practitioners by describing three main attributes teachers must possess. These are open-mindedness – being able to take criticism and consider different viewpoints. Responsibility – being responsible for your own actions and providing a high standard of children’s education, and wholeheartedness – giving high levels of enthusiasm and commitment (Griffin, 2003). Donald Schon (1983) further highlighted the importance of reflection as an essential skill for teachers to possess and develop (Liu, 2013).  However, Day et al., (2006) suggest that reflection is not necessarily a quality that teachers naturally possess when they qualify and argue that it is a skill that is built upon alongside experience. 
There are multiple models of reflection that have been devised over the years. Kolb (1984) proposed the idea of ‘The Learning Cycle” based upon experiential learning. The model suggests using reflective observation to analyse and draw conclusions from a personal experience, which then allows the individual to take new knowledge into future experiences, hence completing the cycle. Similarly, Schon (1991) signified the advantage of considering reflection in action (during the event/experience) and after the event/experience has taken place. However, Brookfield (2002) proposed that reflection should consider multiple perspectives – not just what the individual themselves experiences during teaching practice. Brookfield suggested that teachers should view critical practice through four distinct lenses. (1) The autobiographical lens - their own previous experiences, reactions, and feelings; (2) The pupils’ eyes; (3) the colleagues’ perceptions and previous experiences and (4) how the experience compares to theoretical literature, encouraging teaching professionals to be openminded and consider all perspectives. 

As critical reflection is seen as a vital skill that teachers must require, it is with great importance that the focus on being an effective critical practitioner is established right at the beginning of their teaching education and carried out at the highest level (Fraser et al., 2022). Current Initial Teacher Education (ITE) programmes have been under scrutiny in recent years as many argue that critical writing is not delivered without appropriate learning support (Ryan, 2011). This has been demonstrated in Wales, particularly considering the new Curriculum for Wales. Recently Wales has undergone huge change regarding ITE programmes coinciding with the new curriculum design. Furlong (2015) highlighted the importance of critical reflection in his report of ITE programmes in Wales. He emphasised that in Wales’ current programmes there is little to no recognition of the role of reflection in the provisions. Arguing that Wales’ most newly qualified teachers are not fully equipped to be active and successful professionals in their field (Furlong, 2015). Due to this, recent literature has indicated a new model of ITE programmes which include three key dimensions; co-construction and governance; integrating university and school perspectives; and re-visioning mentoring (Furlong et al, 2021). However, it is too early to tell how the new model fairs in providing highly skilled and knowledgeable teachers to implement the new curriculum for Wales and provide the education system Wales desires (Furlong et al, 2021).


Observation

The critical incident observed took place in a mixed gender, English medium primary school, situated in the Neath Port Talbot County of South Wales. The school has 263 primary school children, aged between 3 – 11 (My Local School, 2021). The school consists of single form entry classes as well as a Learning Support Centre (LSC) within the school which provides provision for key stage 2 children with Additional Learning Needs (ALN). These children are typically situated outside the school’s catchment area as they are selected and placed for the provision by the local authority (Estyn, 2018). On average, the percentage of children eligible for free school meals (FSM) is 4.5%, which is significantly below the local authority average of 26.9% and the Welsh average of 21.3% (My Local School, 2021). The latest Estyn inspection rated the school as ‘Good’ across the board for Overall Standards, Well-being and attitudes to learning, Teaching and learning experiences, Care, Support and Guidance and Leadership and management (Estyn 2018). 

The observation took place in a Year 3 classroom, where the class size was approximately 30 pupils. The classroom was situated away from the rest of the school, and is the only class found in the upstairs area of the building. Classroom staff consisted of a teacher, and four teaching assistants (TA). One TA was the designated classroom assistant whilst the others were providing 1:1 support for three children who had ALN statements and were on IDPs, as part of their provision. The “lively” dynamic of the classroom was made aware to the observer before the start of the school day. 


Critical Incident

The critical incident involved one the of children with an ASD statement and their 1:1 learning support assistant. The class teacher was not present at the time as they were welcoming the children by the main school gates, seeing the children in one by one. The children were arriving in the classroom one at a time, after hanging up their coats and bags and putting their lunch items into their designated boxes. 
On entry to the classroom the child noticed a worksheet left on their desk and immediately began refusing to do the work set by the teacher and kept asking for their school iPad. The 1:1 then stepped in and took the child to their own personal visual timetable of the day and demonstrated to the child that it was morning work time. 
The child then ran away and continually shouted “No! No!” at the TA. The TA calmly followed the child to where they sat, bringing the child a ‘Now and Next board’ - Now had a picture symbolising work, she then asked what the child wanted to choose once the piece of work had been completed. The child selected the picture of the iPad and stuck it on the board. Lots of positive language and praise was used as the child stood up and made their own way to the work desk. The child sat with the TA for a short while however, not long before sitting down (roughly 2 minutes) the child began to get up and wandered around the classroom looking for the iPad. The 1:1 then brought the child back to his work seat and reminded the child “work first, then iPad” whilst gesturing to the now and next board. The child then became quite agitated, as more and more children entered the classroom, and became quite distressed. The TA then offered the child to complete the task in the ‘breakout room’ – a quieter classroom across the corridor purposefully used as a designated workspace for the children with ALN. The child agreed and quickly exited the room, followed by the TA. Once settled in the breakout room, the 1:1 continued to help the child by scaffolding the piece of work, and they further encouraged the child by reminding the child of their iPad time. The TA further encouraged the child by using dojos as an incentive – rewarding the child for completing work by giving dojos. All these engagement strategies seemed to work, and the child completed the task, had their iPad time and dojo rewards. 

As part of the new curriculum design for Wales, Donaldson (2015) designed Four Core Purposes which are the shared vision and aspiration for every child and young person in Wales (Welsh Government, 2021). The critical incident mentioned can be linked to Donaldson’s Four Core Purposes as one of the underpinnings for the four purposes is to provide an inclusive education for all children and young people (Knight & Crick, 2021). 
The new curriculum states that all children, no matter their needs, will have access to an all-encompassing education and that progression in the Areas of Learning and Experience (AOLEs), for children with ALN, is still achievable as all children progress along the same continuum no matter their age (Donaldson, 2015). The critical incident encouraged learners to have an active role in their education as they indicated the way in which they wanted to be taught and in their preferred learning environment - the child had made it clear that the classroom setting was too much for them. Providing a suitable and engaging learning environment for the child allowed them to feel more confident in their ability and work, whilst also encouraging the pupil to take responsibility for their own learning. Linking the critical incident with ambitious capable learners and healthy confident individuals. 
 


Literature Review

Providing an inclusive learning environment for all pupils is one of the fundamental aspects of education as classrooms are becoming increasingly rich in diversity, as no two classrooms are the same (Knight & Crick, 2021). According to UNESCO (1994) “every child has unique characteristics, interests, abilities and learning needs … education systems should be designed, and educational programmes implemented to take into account the wide diversity of these characteristics and needs”. For schools to function effectively and ensure the best possible outcomes for their learners, classrooms, and staff, need to make sure that they allow for all children to flourish, aspire and achieve (Carden et al., 2022). To ensure these outcomes, it is key for teachers to understand and value the needs of each child, particularly for those with ALN, and see every child as an equal member of the class (Carden et al., 2022). The importance of providing an inclusive education for children with ALN is recognised widely by professionals and teachers. However, there is much controversy as to whether inclusion regarding ALN pupils is truly beneficial for their needs, particularly those with ASD. Despite this, it is agreed that providing children, particularly those diagnosed with ASD, an inclusive education provides several social and academic benefits (Catalano et al., 2022). The questions arise however, when we consider several factors such as student-teacher relationship, teacher’s efficacy, and previous experience, regarding children’s outcomes. Additionally, the question of if ASD pupils are best placed in specialised provisions or included in mainstream classes. 

The number of children diagnosed with autism who are attending mainstream school is rising considerably (Knight & Crick, 2021; Roberts & Webster, 2022). Therefore, local governments and authorities are under increasing pressure to provide children with ASD suitable provisions for their own personal needs and unfortunately, due to the high demand, often children looking for these specialised provisions are not always able to get a place. Due to the increased intake of children with ASD in mainstream school, a key challenge for these schools and teachers it to provide appropriate level of pedagogy to accommodate all children (UNESCO, 1994). Children with autism are considerably affected by this challenge due to the range of needs and support they may require (Roberts & Webster, 2022). As a result, research indicates that children with ASD are not acquiring the support they need, resulting in them not being able to participate and achieve in school (van Steensel et al., 2011). In addition, in mainstream schools, children with autism are more likely to be suspended or withdraw from school altogether (Sciutto et al., 2012).

Research investigating mainstream teacher’s perspectives indicate that they feel ill-equipped and anxious about not being fully prepared to meet the needs of their ASD pupils
(Ravet, 2017; Roberts & Simpson, 2016). This could potentially negatively affect students as it is reported that poor student-teacher relationships have a negative impact on which the degree they are socially accepted by their class peers (Robertson et al., 2003). Hong et al. (2020) suggests teachers were more likely to report negative attitudes toward children with ASD, if their prior experience with autistic children was limited. However, the findings aren’t consistent as in their study, Humphrey & Symes, (2013) did not find that teacher’s self-efficacy and views of ASD pupils were not related to any previous experience of teaching ASD pupils. Although, it was noted that staff would always want to attend further training on ASD if available. They also found that in general, teachers felt that they were able to cope with the negative behaviours associated with ASD, which contradicts recent research of Wood & Happé, (2021) who found that generally, teachers lack the understanding and support when it comes to the behaviours of children with ASD. In consistent findings suggest that more research needs to be carried out in this field. 

Studies looking at ASD children’s perspectives, reported that they ranked patient, flexible and empathetic teachers as the most helpful form of support at school (Roberts & Simpson, 2016; Saggers et al. 2018). However, Warren et al. (2020) found that children valued their friendships and peer relationships more. It is argued that whilst children feel protected and a sense of belonging to their mainstream school (Hasson et al., 2022) many children still feel like that they do not ‘fit in’ in mainstream settings (Humphrey & Lewis, 2008). In contrast, a study which looked at the views of children with ASD who attend a resourced provision (where children spend time in both a specialised provision of smaller classes and mainstream classes) found that children enjoyed their time in mainstream classes – although the busier environment did cause some anxiety for some pupils. They found that the balance of time spent in smaller and then mainstream classes benefited the children greatly, providing them with the best of both worlds (Warren et al., 2021). This suggests, that allowing ASD children to integrate in mainstream classes but also providing them with an alternative quieter area to go to when they feel anxious or to complete work in would work best. Letting ASD pupils direct their own learning would encourage independence, as they know what works best for them. This study also highlighted a significant lack of research considering the views of ASD pupils who attend mainstream school, as much of the research considers views of parents and teachers – showing a gap for further research (Warren et al., 2021). Furthermore, research that does consider pupils views, are typically of secondary school age, further highlighting the need for more research in primary school aged settings. 

Behaviourism theories for explaining and managing behaviour have been embedded into school policies for decades. Many theories explaining behaviour come from experimental studies carried out by psychologists, on animals. For example, Pavlov’s dogs classical and operant conditioning experiment, which demonstrated that positive behaviour is reinforced through rewards and negative behaviour through punishment. Rewards for positive behaviour such as stickers and verbal praise are used continuously throughout the school day as well as consequences of loss of playtime and ‘time out’ for bad behaviour. 
However, Kohn (1999) argues that too much praise can be detrimental to children’s behaviour as it can be demotivating. Furthermore, he suggested that children only behave well to receive praise as opposed to any intrinsic values they have learned. Porter (2014) supports these ideas, as she suggested that self-esteem is not considered in behaviourism, which could be an underlying factor in the effectiveness in praise and rewards. 

Positive reinforcement has also been recommended for teachers to use with their ASD pupils. One study found that positive reinforcement is an excellent way to improve work completion rates by ASD children (Alsedrani, 2017). Additionally, success rates were significantly increased when the positive reward stimulus was something the child preferred and shown interest in. However, not every method works for every child, so highlights the importance of obtaining a good teacher-student relationship, to understand the child’s specific interests and desires (Alsedrani, 2017). However, Yazici & McKenzie (2019) agrees that rewards help students with ASD, but they also found that handing out rewards too frequently may take away from the intention of education, suggesting students may preform positively deemed actions just for the rewards. These findings further support research by the early work of Kohn (1999) previously mentioned. However, Yazici & McKenzie (2019) focus was the impact of rewards on communication and social skills and not as a tool for behaviour management. 

Although the research field of positive reinforcement in schools is vast and overall, in favour, there is a limited amount of research that has been carried out on specifically ‘ClassDojo’ as a behaviour management system. This is disappointing, as it is claimed that ClassDojo is used in over ninety percent of elementary and middle schools in the United States and found in 180 countries (Robinson, 2020). Robinson (2020) suggested that since the implementation of ClassDojo, the overall morale of the student’s had improved, whilst also demonstrating that students were more likely to redirect negative behaviours into positive. However, this study was only carried out in one class for a limited duration of only two months. Therefore, it is difficult to generalise to other year groups and draw long term conclusions from the study. Furthermore, the basis of this study was aimed at guided reading sessions and not general classroom context, effecting generalisability. DiGiacomo et al., (2021) further highlights that despite being used internationally to reward positive behaviour, there is a significant scarcity of research looking at the difference ClassDojo makes regarding students’ learning and educational experiences. Additionally, it is unclear as to how many schools in the United Kingdom are currently using and implementing ClassDojo as a classroom behaviour managing system, indicating a clear gap in the field, suggesting that more research, particularly in the UK, based needs to be carried out. There is also little, if any, research considering ClassDojo the effectives it has when used with ALN pupils, particularly ASD. However, from previous research it could be suggested that ASD children would benefit from the use of ClassDojo, due to the visual aspect of being able to see it on the screen, and the general supportive research of positive reinforcement. Nye et al., (2015) found that when considering classroom management for ASD pupils, teachers should aim to create a positive, nurturing, and caring environment for their pupils. To achieve this, they suggested teachers should utilise the use of visual aids and rewards, develop positive relationships and clear communication (Nye et al., 2015). 

The use of visual aids for children with ASD in the classroom is well researched and recommended widely by teachers, SENCO’s, and professionals. As children with ASD often have social and communication issues such as social anxiety when communicating, social misunderstanding and difficulty making friends, as well as communicating verbally. Visual resources such as visual timetables and communication boards are proven to be extremely effective in alleviating these anxieties (Nye et al., 2015). Providing these resources, allows more inclusion as they access more of the content of the lessons, as they gain independence (Lindsay et al., 2013). Therefore, training in using these resources effectively in classrooms is essential for teachers and support staff.


Reflection

After analysing the literature discussed and based on the critical incident witnessed, several practical implications for my future teaching practice can be considered. For this reflection, Schon’s (1978) Reflective Model of reflection in and on action will be used.
Firstly, the critical incident observed showed how the ASD pupils placed in the mainstream class are included and highlighted several strategies that were put in place to make their time in the classroom as engaging and supportive as possible. This is supported by the literature as it is suggested that full inclusion of ASD pupils in the classroom is vital for their academic and social development (Catalano et al., 2022). During the critical incident the teacher had given all the children the same task to complete and had included the ASD pupils in class seating plan as they were all sat with their peers. In regard to the critical incident, initially the pupil could be seen as disruptive as they refused to take part in the work and preceded to walk around the classroom shouting at the TA. However, as the 1:1 TA had built a strong relationship with the child, she was able to reason with the child by using strategies they knew worked for the child. For example, showing the child the visual timetable and ‘Now and Next’ board and using lots of positive reinforcement and rewards. Furthermore, by allowing the child to direct where he wanted to complete the task (choosing a quieter area designated as the ‘breakout room’ used for calming) encourages independence which is linked to the four core purposes in the Curriculum for Wales.

On reflection, this strategy worked well for the teacher as the child completed the task to a good standard with support from the 1:1, with minimal disruption to the lesson. It worked positively for the child also, as they understood the task well, once engaged, and managed to only have a little amount of distress. The use of rewards as an incentive worked well, as the TA was able to identify what the child wanted (iPad) and was able to use it as a stimulus to engage the child. Furthermore, with the promise of Dojo points as a reward for the child there was an added incentive for good work.

Based on the reflection, I have concluded a number of next steps for my teaching practice. Firstly, I would further examine the research looking at what makes a good inclusive classroom, especially for those with ALN, as providing a safe and welcoming space for all children is extremely important. I would also try to view other classrooms within the school and collaborate with other teachers as what inclusive strategies work for them and their class. I would then potentially suggest implementing some of the ideas in my current placement classroom, and then reflect and consider if the changes benefit the children. It is important to note, that what works for one class, may not work for another as every group of learners are different (Knight & Crick, 2021). 

For my second next step, I would want to focus on building positive relationships with my pupils. During the critical incident, it was noted that the ASD pupil had a very good relationship with his 1:1, he appeared to trust the TA and listened well when the TA tried to engage the child with the task. This is supported as the research suggests, developing strong student-teacher relationships is vital as teachers play a huge role in a child’s life, not only are they instrumental in developing academic success, but they also help to shape children to be ambitious, capable learners; healthy, confident individuals; enterprising creative contributors, and ethically, informed citizens as part of the new curriculum for Wales (Donaldson 2015; Roorda et al., 2011). To do this, I would have discussions with the pupils in class, try to get to know all of them as individuals and what they value and need in a classroom to support their development. Forming these strong relationships take time, but the sooner you start the better. 

Thirdly, I would continue to implement positive reinforcement as a behaviour management strategy, using rewards as a key motivator. As the child in focus initially did not want to complete the task, the teacher and the TA used lots of praise and promise of rewards to engage the child and for them to complete the worksheet. This seemed to work well for the child, as they understood what was being asked of them and the reward, they would get for completing the task. Generally, the literature supports the use of rewards/sanctions if it is not overused (Alsedrani, 2017; Yazici & McKenzie 2019). Class Dojo is a good way to present this strategy visually and children seem to show high levels of engagement with it, particularly when they are working towards a shared goal.



Conclusion
 
The critical incident observed demonstrated the importance of inclusion of ASD pupils in mainstream classrooms and the range of support strategies used by teachers and learning support staff, to engage pupils with ASD in mainstream lessons. The new curriculum design for Wales and the ALN reform mentioned, further highlighted the importance of inclusion of ASD pupils and providing an engaging learning experience for all learners, no matter their needs (Donaldson, 2015). However, the question whether mainstream classrooms are suitable for children with ASD is still very much a debated and much research is still being carried out. If the support for teachers is provided, by equipping them with sufficient training and access to help from ALNCO’s or other professionals, evidence suggests that these children can still make academic and social progress (Catalano et al., 2022). The literature also suggests how the use of visual aids, positive reinforcement and rewards and building strong relationships are vital for pupils with ASD to flourish (Alsedrani, 2017; Nye et al., 2015). The importance of reflection has also been indicated as a necessary skill for teachers’ pedagogy, as being able to effectively evaluate their own teaching practices, helps to make learning more meaningful for their students.
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