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.
This assignment intends to critically evaluate a case study observing the learning processes taking place within a classroom and establish the appropriate measures to implement next to ensure enriching learning experiences flourish in an environment that develops both knowledge and a deeper understanding. It will provide a heavy focus on a particular critical incident observation and explore the reasoning behind why the events being carried out unfold in a certain way, as well as attempt to form comparisons and contrasts with well-established educational theorists and concepts of learning. Kumar (2014:2) stresses the importance of formulating opinion and thoughts through questioning what you have witnessed, then gathering research to attempt to explain and understand successful strategies and why they have been implemented within the classroom. This is an important point to consider within this essay, as without developing a framework for your own understanding, the individual will not be able to analyse the data obtained. 
Following on from this, the essay will put a focus on drawing conclusions to enhance the researchers own knowledge or build on their professional practice. Brookfield (1995) strengthens this concept through emphasising that in order for practitioners to be critically reflective of their own practice they will need to review different methods of inquiry to constructively formulate opinion and frame assumptions through discovering relevant research. Another key factor to consider before carrying out any observation has been stressed by Tripp (2012), who highlights that many have the misconception that a critical incident needs to be obvious or dramatic in order for it to be considered critical. It is crucial to draw attention to the fact this is not always the case and that even the most straightforward interaction between the class teacher and pupils can be used to formulate effective learning, as long as there is consideration as to why this event has taken place, what trends or strategies have been implemented and how effective was it for developing understanding within the individual. 
A conscious effort to protect the privacy and identity of the individuals being observed within their learning environment will be made throughout this essay. It will also comply with the strict legal requirements set out by the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR, 2018) in relation to the discussion of personal data and how it will be used strictly for the purpose of this assignment. As outlined within the guidelines set out by the British Educational Research Association (BERA, 2018), the children being observed will be referred to as ‘children’, whilst the classroom teacher will not be referenced by name and therefore will be known as ‘teacher’ for the purpose of maintaining anonymity for all participants involved.
Additionally, due to the current state of affairs regarding Covid-19 guidelines gathering first-hand research was impossible to achieve whilst maintaining the safety and wellbeing of all participants involved. Therefore, data was gathered through observing a series of short video clips of a classroom environment within an inner-city primary school located east of the city of Swansea. On record, the school currently has 353 pupils between the ages of three and eleven years old, which also includes two part-time nursery classes compiled of 53 children. It has been stated that 16% of the students have an additional learning need, while a small few have special educational needs statements (schoolguide.ac.uk, 2020). According to the most recent Estyn Report (2014) a few children are looked after by the local authority and 35% of children are eligible for free school meals. There are no students that speak Welsh as their first language, however 18% of pupils are from ethical minority backgrounds, where English is spoken as an additional language for 16% of pupils. 
The observation took place during a morning session observed within a nursery classroom with a group of the slightly older children. The class was compiled of twenty children, as due to the guidelines clearly set out by the government in relation to Covid-19 the classes have been staggered to maintain smaller ‘social bubbles’ (GOV, 2020). The critical incident identified was during a lesson introducing the children to carpet time, whereby the teacher used a musical instrument to capture the attention of the pupils, who then engaged through listening to a specific set of commands to understand the expectations required of them. 
The interaction between the teacher and pupils was an excellent example of B. F. Skinner’s behaviourist theory of operant conditioning as a method of learning reinforcement techniques to encourage positive interactions and disregard negative behaviours. Skinner (1951) strongly suggested that the use of any appropriate noisemaker will quickly grab the attention and shape the behaviour in such a way the teacher intended, as demonstrated effectively within this video. It was clear by how quickly the children paused and refocused their attention on the classroom teacher that they were familiar with this concept. One could take a step further and argue that through moulding their behaviours using this form of method the teacher would eventually be able to communicate without speech as the children will establish an understanding that when they hear the chime of the tambourine they are expected to sit quietly on the carpet and await further instruction. Through applying reinforcement techniques, this concept would be possible to achieve further into the school year, however for the time being it provides an important basis for what the lesson objective aimed to achieve; for the children to understand and respond to the expectations of carpet time.
According to Cohan et al (2017) the purpose of using this research methodology is to deconstruct reasoning behind the critical incident taking place in order to uncover the many layers of meaning, before being able to develop an understanding for the knowledge and how it has been legitimized, produced and used within the context of the case study. Through the researcher’s eyes within this assignment, objectivity in educational research can used to create personal understanding and formulate a hypothesis in order to then develop their own concepts. Sharp (2012) highlights that using observation as a research tool can be beneficial as it enables the researcher to capture the event as it is happening. One methodology that will be touched within this assignment is qualitive research methods, which Hammersley (2013, cited in Cohan et al,2017, pg. 287) defines qualitative as: 
‘a form of social inquiry that tends to adopt a flexible and data-driven research design, to use relatively unstructured data, to emphasize the essential role of subjectivity in the research process, to study a number or naturally occurring cases in detail, and to use verbal rather than statistical forms of approach’.
For the purpose of this assignment a non-participant non-structured observational approach will be used through the means of watching pre-recorded video clips of sessions within the classroom. The reasoning for the observations being non-structured is that it enables the researcher to observe the lesson without any pre-existing expectations so therefore they can remain flexible to change direction and objective. Cohan et al (2017) goes on to state that it is advantageous to maintain a level of objectivity whilst using observational videos as a methodology technique due to it being considered reliable and free from first-hand opinion bias. However, it can be argued that drawing a conclusion of meaning behind an individual’s actions is intersubjective because the action can clearly be seen by the observer, but the meaning is open to critical evaluation. This will provide a gap within the data obtained as the researcher will be a non-participant due to the videos being pre-recorded and will have to draw their own conclusions as to why the students have responded in a certain way. For this reason in particular it would have been more beneficial to be within the classroom setting while conduction the observation as it would allow a more in-depth analysis of the lesson being observed through questioning and having the resources readily available. 
Additionally, an important to ensure that the children are made aware and have given consent to being observed before conducting this research as it is one of their fundamental rights (BERA, 2018). This is also outlined within the four purposes of the curriculum, which aims to provide support for all children to know their human rights, develop opinions based on values and communicate disagreements (Welsh Government, 2020).However, on the other hand the observer must keep in mind that the data gathered therefore may not be a true reflection on how the class behave on a daily basis as the children are aware they are being recorded. This is known as ‘Hawthorne Effect’ and suggests that children will alter their behaviours based on the knowledge that they are being watched (Paradis and Sutkin, 2016). Although, this is a concern that would have occurred whether the researcher was present within the classroom or not it still holds relevance when analysing the behaviours of the children, especially as there is a limitation for asking questions on the lesson observed. 
One of the most obvious advantages to using pre-recorded classroom sessions within this current pressing time is that it ensures the health, safety and wellbeing of all those participating in the case study, which includes the children, staff members and those observing the practice taking place. In accordance with the Coronavirus guidelines set out by the UK Government (2020) it is important to maintain social distancing measures as frequent as possible; and therefore means that the potential risks of the virus spreading is prevented through putting measures in place to ensure the classroom has minimal contact from outside presences. This also means that the media recorded can be shared continuously amongst trusted sources, ensuring that everyone has access to the same case studies to ensure fairness has taken place. Another positive would be that a more detailed observations can take place as the individual would be able to stop the recording, reflect on the practice being carries out and then rewind if necessary to ensure they have not missed any minor details. Arguably this enables a more rounded understanding of the case study being taken place, however on the other hand, it can also be considered a disadvantage for those viewing the content as they have not been allowed the privilege of being fully emersed in the classroom environment. Additionally, watching an observation take place through the computer screen is not a very interactive experience and does not always provide the visual focus the individual watching may desire. The observer may pick up an interesting interaction between two children out of the central focus of the camera that the individual recording may have missed. This would mean the observer may not be able to fully appreciate the incident taking place if the camera angle changes and switches to another part of the classroom, thus missing out on valuable learning experience taking place that could have been effectively critically analysed. Following on from this point, it is also much more difficult to establish context within a video, which you would have previously obtained from asking questions within the classroom setting and observing everything around you. It ultimately provides a very limited view of what you can assess, as you can only provide an evaluation of what is currently in sight. 
The Curriculum for Wales Guidance Framework (2020) places a great deal of emphasis on the ideology that: ‘all learners should have appropriate pathways for learning Welsh and English to enable them to develop the confidence to use both languages in everyday life. Opportunities to use Welsh within and beyond the classroom (including on digital platforms) support learners to use Welsh confidently and appreciate its usefulness to communication in a bilingual Wales’ (Welsh Government, 2020, pg. 30). This key point emphasised within the curriculum has been clearly demonstrated within the critical incident chosen, whereby the teacher would firstly say the commands in Welsh and sing Welsh songs to develop understanding and build on knowledge using hand gestures, before repeating the songs and commands in English. Rhyming in welsh and using repetition and turn-taking techniques enables the children to further build on their understanding. The teacher and other staff members then model the desired behaviour, so the children know exactly what is expected of them before mimicking. After their attention has been grabbed the children then partake in their morning routine, whereby they copy the gestures performed by the class teacher, who vocalises what they are looking for and counts down in Welsh before waiting for the children to follow their direction. This ties in well with the four purposes of the curriculum, whereby the teacher is encouraging the children to be ‘ambitious, capable learners’ who can communicate within different settings effectively using the means of both Welsh and English, as well as being ‘healthy, confident individuals’ who can perform self-assuredly and be ready to participate in physical activity, whilst also developing resilience and empathy to build on their emotional and mental well-being (Donaldson, 2015, pg. 29). Following on from this, the teacher addresses certain individual children who need a little extra guidance and encourages reinforced behaviours of joining in with the Welsh song by stopping for a moment to tell the children they couldn’t hear them clearly, to which all the children began singing louder, with a bit more assurance about themselves. The teacher then provides the children with the opportunity to correct their behaviour as some children have toys in their laps on the carpet. In order to communicate this is incorrect the teacher pretends to cover Rosie the Puppets eyes so that the children can quickly make the decision themselves to put the toys away. This is an example of another one of the four purposes within the curriculum, whereby it is encouraging children to be ‘enterprising, creative contributors’ who can take hold of opportunities and identify risks in their own learning. Additionally, it leads on to enable the children to contribute to the overall benefit of the class and show the teacher they are ready to continue playing a full part in their learning; as well as providing that scaffolding to be ‘ethical, informed citizens’ who can understand how their choices and actions have an impact and act appropriately to rectify their behaviours. Following on from this, the teacher then begins introducing the members of staff using the puppet as a tool and placing a continuous emphasis on the use of Welsh as they say good morning. 
In this instance the role of the teacher has taken on similar themes to Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development, whereby the children will need to work together or with a more competent adult who will facilitate the scaffolding to a task, as demonstrated by the teacher and other staff members who were all modelling good sitting and listening skills to encourage the children to copy this behaviour. Vygotsky believed that if the child is given meaningful learning experiences that are slightly more difficult than what they could achieve alone, the learner will then likely be able to complete the same task individually next time as it has been modelled for them, thus raising and expanding their zone of proximal development (Ebandi et al., 2010). Similarly, Montessori (1984) suggested that education should not be curriculum based and placed more emphasis on a child-centred approach to learning, which in recent years has become more of a focus within the educational sector. Within the foundation phase setting it is crucial to identify key ‘sensitive’ moments where children are curious to develop their own learning. Facilitating these experiences within a classroom environment produces intense, enriching learning opportunities that the children have sought after themselves in accordance with the appropriate stage of development specific to them. This suggests the idea set out by the four purposes that children need to become more critical thinkers who can take responsibility for their own learning and development, while the role of the teacher is simply to facilitate the learning and ensure these critical moments are able to take place on a daily basis within the classroom environment. In relation to the Successful Futures Report outlined by Donaldson (2015) the approach to the curriculum should not use the areas of learning as timetabled devices but rather be used as a continuous process throughout the day to organise each individuals learning. This method of teaching would require a level of creativity within the classroom in order to provide a much more rounded experience for the children as a whole. In retrospect this concept reflects the attitudes of Dewey (1897) who believed that education should be a process, whereby the individual is able to develop new interests and attitudes towards worthwhile experiences. It should encourage confronting challenging circumstances through reconstructing prior knowledge and developing expertise. Further discussion has been highlighted by the Donaldson Report (2015), which argues that the curriculum itself should reflect on the culture and celebrate differences within a community. Introducing more Welsh themes into the curriculum has a positive impact on the experiences of the children, who become more ‘ethically informed citizens’ ready to take their place in the world. However, on the other hand, Donaldson (2020) suggests that subject knowledge remains at the core of the curriculum and can provide a clear, relevant education that has stood throughout the ages. Another argument that Dewey (1897) believed strongly in that challenges this believe is that communicating requirements and expectations effectively allows children to mould their understanding around the way in which their society functions. He placed emphasis on the idea that learning is embedded into the community in which they live, and that it is the individual’s responsibility to build on their own social consciousness. This strengthens claims made by Skinner (1951) who suggested that reinforcement techniques is essential in altering and developing an understanding for behaviour. Children are moulded to the beliefs of the community in which they live in and in order to reinforce these behaviours a certain level of positive and negative reinforcement will need to take place. Within the classroom this is demonstrated through ignoring, or withholding praise, when noticing undesirable behaviours, which can create an emotional effect on the child who notices they are not getting the attention they sought after and will correct their behaviour accordingly. Donaldson (2020) ultimately supports this believe by continuing to emphasis that children need to be readily prepared for the future to develop their own independence and be readily equipped to have full access resources to reach their fullest capacities to become more socially and economically efficient in society.
	In reflection of the critical incident outlined, there are a number of strategies that have been put into place that has contributed to the effective development of the children. The objective of the lesson was the get the children to understand expectations and follow instructions during carpet time. The teacher wanted the children settled and sitting quietly on the carpet, so the strategy they used was hitting a tambourine to get their attention and to get them to stop what they were currently doing. This method of grabbing the children’s attention was successfully implemented, and as suggested previously this could then move on to the next step whereby the teacher would not have to verbalise what they were expecting the children to do as because their learning has been reinforced through repetition and from learning from each other they will be able to perform the task with little difficulty or instruction to be seated quietly on the carpet. Following on from this the teacher then used a set of directions to show they were listening, counting down in welsh before performing each one. This was a very engaging activity that had all the children moving around, using their full bodies to be fully present in the task at hand, where everyone felt confident in their abilities to contribute. A suggestion following on from this would be to incorporate more Welsh, until the children feel comfortable completely performing the commands in Welsh, thus building more on their understanding of being fully emersed in the language and culture. Additionally the teacher could select an ‘expert’ or set of helpers to carry out the commands and song in Welsh, which would show the development of the next level of understanding or rather building on that scaffolding of the children’s knowledge whereby they provide their expertise to teach their peers and demonstrate their understanding. 
In conclusion, whilst critically evaluating the case study based within a morning nursery setting, it is clear that the four purposes set out in the new curriculum is being addressed in a number of ways. Firstly there is much more emphasis on speaking welsh and learning through the means of repetition and reinforcement techniques. Through observing the lesson the teachers objectives were clearly demonstrated and emphasised a number of times using different means of communication, such as creatively based learning through singing and dancing to create links in memory to counting, welsh and following direction. Through developing a wider understanding of why these methods were useful, by looking at well established educational theorists such as Dewey and Montessori it is clear to see that their pedagogy places the child at the centre of their learning, a concept which has been given much more influence within the new curriculum set out by Donaldson. Considering different behaviourist theories such as Vygotsky and Skinner has provided a focus on how these enriching learning experiences can flourish in an environment through enhancing what was observed with some careful considerations and adaptations to provide a deeper understanding. Overall the reasoning behind what occurred within the critical incident was carefully considered and placed against the challenges of performing an observation through the use of video media clips. 
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