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Introduction

A critical incident is a term coined by Tripp (2012), which essentially refers to an event which occurs within an educational setting that has a significant impact upon learning. The pedagogical theory suggests that the ‘incident’ is not necessarily negative, but instead something significant that is seen in the setting which leads to further learning or development of practice (Mohammed, 2016). The critical incident which this essay will discuss was an interaction which took place between a child with additional learning needs (ALN) and their one-to-one. The school in which the critical incident took place has 12.4% of children with ALN, and 10.7% of the school population has English as an additional language. The incident itself took place within a Year 4 class, made up of twenty-five learners with a total of ten nationalities. The class were sitting in groups on tables for the session which involved collaborative work, I used my professional judgment to assume that the lower ability and ALN learners has been grouped onto one table which also had a one-to-one sitting alongside Child A, which the teacher had informed myself had Autistic Spectrum Condition (ASC). The lesson being given was a Language, Literacy and Communication session focussing on inferences. The learners were first given a picture on the whiteboard to ‘think, pair, share’ their ideas, followed by a groupwork activity where each table was given a different type of footwear to make inferences about as a group. The critical incident which this essay will focus upon is an interaction that transpired between Child A and their one-to-one. The class teacher asked the learners to raise their hands to answer a question about inferences, Child A raised their hand and was then picked by the teacher who appeared to be pleased this learner was contributing. Following being chose, the learner then lowered their hand momentarily and appeared to check their answer with the one-to-one. The one-to-one nodded her head in response, and Child A then gave their answer to the teacher. After watching this incident, I began to think about the step the Child A took before giving their answer to the class. This thinking led me to consider the relationship between learners with ALN and their one-to-one’s, and the impact the one-to-one may have upon the child’s learning.  

Literature Review

Vygotsky’s (1979) sociocultural theory of cognitive development looks at the learning process through a social lens, identifying learning as a shared, rather than solitary practise. Vygotsky (1979) proposed that learners benefit from having a more knowledgeable other (MKO) to guide them through this experience, whether it be a member of the community, a parent, or teacher (Vygotsky, 1979). An MKO is someone who understands a particular task to a greater extent than that of the learner and can therefore discover the zone of proximal development (ZPD), an area which is just outside of the learner’s current knowledge (Abtahi, 2017). With the aid of the MKO, the learner can reach the ZPD through a process known as ‘scaffolding’, which builds on prior knowledge, reduces the learner’s frustration, and shortens the learning process (Abtahi, 2017). In a classroom environment the teacher is the MKO of the class, assessing the learner’s current knowledge and scaffolding for them to reach their potential (Pappas, 2023). In the event a child with ALN is provided with a one-to-one learning support assistant, this individual is also an MKO to the learner. Whilst the benefits of MKO’s to learners has long been established, the provision of a one-to-one MKO to a child with ALN, in particular ASC, is debated in its efficacy. Condy, Barnard and Myburgh (2020) suggest that learners with ASC who are given suitable support from an MKO will go on to achieve a higher level of learning than if they were independent. Suitable support was characterised by teachers providing appropriate scaffolding for their learners with ASC, teaching social stories and promoted independence (Condy, Barnard and Myburgh, 2020). It is important to note however that this study was a qualitative study using three foundation phase teachers in sub-Saharan Africa which questions its applicability to Western education. In addition, this study looks at the MKO being the teacher who provides the scaffolding, with the learner with ASC receiving no one-to-one support. Conflicting outcomes were also put forward by Blatchford et al. (2009), finding that learners with statemented support of an LSA made the least progress. Findings from Webster and Blatchford (2014), highlight some significant factors for the use of LSA’s as more knowledgeable others for learners with ALN. There were four main findings; the first being that learners with one-to-ones often were often segregated from the rest of the class, lessening opportunity for peer interaction, LSA’s were generally responsible for pedagogical decision making and identifying of the learners ZPD, there was a high level of differentiated language used on the LSA’s behalf, and finally there were considerable variations between the teacher and LSA’s knowledge of the learner (Webster and Blatchford, 2014). Moreover, from the perspective of the LSA’s assigned one-to-ones, many note they do not feel sufficiently trained to take on this role (LLoyd, 2013), the learner receives less attention from the class teacher (Blatchford et al., 2013), and they feel their presence often accentuates the learner’s differences to their peers (Symes and Humphrey, 2011). The overwhelming number of studies which note that LSA’s as one-to-one support may hinder the overall progress of the learner may suggest that they act somewhat as a barrier between the learner and the MKO being the teacher. 

Social learning theory first stemmed from the work of Miller and Dollard (1941) and was further developed by Albert Bandura (1977). The theory explains learning through the means of observation and modelling the attitudes, behaviours, and emotional reactions of those around us (Bandura, 1977). The theory shares similarities with the behaviourist approach relying on the concepts of classical and operant conditioning. Whilst social learning theory suggests it is possible to learn from modelling or observation alone, Taylor and Hoch (2008) noted that learners with ASC find these skills challenging and would benefit from structured and express prompts over a longer period of time. Similarly, previous research has shown that learners with ASC do not as simply learn by observing others and have deficits in skills relating to observational learning such as imitation (Varni et al., 1979; Taylor, DeQuinzio and Stine, 2012). From a social learning theory perspective, learners with ASC can benefit from receiving a one-to-one to observe and be modelled to effective learning strategies, positive behaviours, attitudes, and emotional social interactions, which can be frequently revisited over a longer period (Halle et al., 2016). Litras, Moore, and Anderson (2010) demonstrated successful learning through modelling using video self-monitoring technique to teach greeting, inviting to play, and contingent responding to a learner with ASC. The video self-monitoring observed by the learner involved the child themselves, or a peer, engaging in the desired behaviour. The method was effective in improving these target behaviours and increased levels of social interaction after the study were also observed, demonstrating the ability of the learner to model behaviours repeatedly shown and reinforced. Reinforcement is also a key element of social learning theory, and one that is readily used by one-to-ones when working with learners with ASC. Historically, learners’ academic engagement is highly correlated to their motivations and reinforcement, however, it is also known that learners with ASC do not hold certain reinforcers or consequences to the same value as other learners (Meindl, Delgado and Casey, 2020). It could be assumed that one-to-one support for the learners can be beneficial as they are able to more regularly conduct preference or reinforcer assessments to strengthen the positive academic behaviour (Meindl, Delgado and Casey, 2020). A popular method of reinforcement used for learners with ASC is the ‘if/then’ strategy, where the learner must first complete the desired task, to then be rewarded with their choice of activity (Oliver-Kerrigan, Christy and Stahmer, 2021). Positive reinforcement in the form of token economy is also noted to be a prevalent and simple form of implementing reinforcement for learners with ASC. 

Explanation of Case Study

The critical incident that was observed involved Child A raising their hand to answer a question the teacher had posed to the class. When the teacher chose Child A to answer, Child A lowered their hand, turned to their one-to-one, appeared to check their answer was correct and then provided their answer to the teacher. This interaction between Child A and their one-to-one led to exploration regarding this relationship and how support from a one-to-one may affect the child’s learning. 

According to Bronfenbrenner ecological systems theory an individual’s development is influenced by several environmental systems; the microsystem, mesosystem, macrosystem and chronosystem (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Each level of the ecological system represents a different environmental influence on the child, with the most immediate system being parents and carers, to the furthers being the cultural ideologies and attitudes of their society. A learner’s microsystem is their most immediate environmental influence, comprising of parents or carers, teachers, and peers. Lippard et al. (2018) sought to test Bronfenbrenner’s theory in relation to learners with ASC. They found that teacher-child relationships were significantly correlated to academic achievement and classroom behaviour providing support for the theory as it suggests relationships are important for child development. In addition, perception of such relationships can also bare an impact upon the learner’s social and academic success as teachers who perceive learners with ASC more positively in class led to less disruptive behaviour and higher social inclusion (Robertson, Chamberlain and Kasari, 2003). However, these studies directly relate to leaners with ASC who do not have the support of a one-to-one. Findings from the Deployment and Impact of Support Staff project demonstrated a clear and strong negative impact LSA provision has upon learner academic progress, particularly those with ALN (Webster and Blatchford, 2014). This breakdown at microsystem level, according to the ecological systems theory could have detrimental effects on the child’s development. A study conducted by Webster and Blatchford (2014) aimed to explore these findings further, providing support for the project as well as highlighting key areas of impact of the LSA. It was found that learners with a one-to-one were commonly segregated from the rest of the class, promoting a breakdown in teacher and peer relationships and social inclusion within the class. Furthermore, there were considerable gaps noted in the teacher’s knowledge of the learner with ALN where one-to-one support was provided. This highlights a dependency from the teacher upon the LSA, removing the important teacher-learner relationship. Previous research has also suggested that the provision of a one-to-one may hinder the student-teacher relationship as the one-to-one is often depended upon by the teacher regarding responsibility for planning and teaching the learner, as well as learner behaviour (Blatchford et al., 2009). This dependency has been raised as a serious concern as the long-term effects of LSA support being the main teaching provision for learners with ALN are unknown (Rose and Shevlin, 2020). 

The mesosystem is the part of the ecological system that accounts for the relationships within the microsystem, such as LSA-teacher and parent-teacher relationships. As discussed previously, the relationship between LSA and teacher is noted as being challenging from both perspectives. Symes and Humphrey (2011) conducted a study measuring LSA attitudes towards their role as a one-to-one, finding lack of joint-planning time with teachers being raised as a main concern. This lack of ability to plan with the teacher left the LSA to feel underprepared for their sessions with the learner and often felt that they were providing reactive as opposed to proactive support (Symes and Humphrey, 2011). These findings were provided by fifteen LSA’s interviewed across four secondary schools, therefore these outcomes may not be generalisable to primary school LSA’s. Alternatively, research regarding primary school teachers described their LSA’s as indispensable in their role of one-to-one with ASC children, finding they often heavily relied upon the LSA to manage social and emotional understanding of the learner (Mahmoud and Farrell, 2009). 

Within the ecological systems model the macrosystem looks at the societal and cultural elements surrounding the individual. The new ALN bill (Wales) 2021, aims to provide a unified framework for schools to support learners with ALN, working collaboratively to support all aspects of their ecological system. This reformed ALN bill sets out the rights of leaners with ALN and the duties of the school, council, and government on their behalf. Whilst this is a step in the right direction, concerns regarding its implementation during a post-covid era and new curriculum reform are raised (McCann, 2018). Nevertheless, this development is a step towards developing positivity and diversity values within the school environment which would be advantageous to the learner’s social integration and acceptance (Wilson et al., 2002). Promoting the value of diversity and positive attitudes towards differences within society and school can create a safe and healthy environment for learners with ASC or any form of ALN to develop their ecological systems (Wilson et al., 2002). 

Despite this theory providing an eloquent perspective of a learner’s relationship system, it is a theory which is difficult to directly empirically test. The established effects noted in the research to date cannot deem a direct causal relationship between the effects and the theory. In addition, this theory is relatively outdated however, Kelly and Coughlan (2019) built upon Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory to incorporate the technological advancements and have done so in such a way that this can be expanded to integrate future modern developments. Within this new theory Kelly and Coughlan (2019) provide an expansion for the microsystem of the learner to integrate modern day technology such as video gaming, social media, and technological devices within the ecological system. These advancements are supported through the use of video self-monitoring, derived from social learning theory, in order for the learner to model their own positive social behaviours (Litras, Moore and Anderson, 2010).

Teaching and Learning Methods

The literature regarding the use of one-to-one support for learners with ASC is mixed. Whilst there are benefits to the extra provision of individual support for the learner, LSA’s tasked with this role often feel a lack of preparation for the role and note tensions between themselves and the class teacher (Symes and Humphrey, 2011). In addition, learners with ASC are often removed from the classroom environment regularly when provided a one-to-one, often due to disruptive behaviours, diminishing their relationship with their class teacher and peers (Webster and Blatchford, 2014). 

The first concern could potentially be alleviated through a team planning approach, whereby one-to-one LSA’s could join the teacher for planning sessions, providing knowledge of the learner to help with any potential differentiation. This would allow the teacher to gain further insight into the learner and know how to plan tasks with what the teacher deemed to be appropriate differentiation (Blatchford et al., 2009). Furthermore, this increased preparation time for the LSA would allow for proactive rather than reactive support for the learner and could potentially promote a more child-led approach (Lloyd, 2013). The teacher’s planning could benefit from the knowledge the LSA has of their learner by incorporating the learners’ hobbies and interests into sessions to promote engagement (Vetoniemi and Karna, 2021). It is important to consider however, there are some potential drawbacks to this approach. Firstly, schools provide specified planning and preparation time to teachers, some of which may continue this preparation outside of work, which would therefore not be practical to include the LSA in this process. In addition, there may be some tensions regarding differentiation for the learner, with previous research noting LSA’s often underestimate the potential of their learner (LLoyd, 2013). These concerns could be addressed by encouraging the sharing of planning documentation with a specified time before the session takes place, so that the LSA can become familiar with the learning and have time for amendments if the LSA can provide additional insight. This adaption to the planning process could have a profound impact upon the learner. In line with the ecological systems theory, a prosperous relationship between one-to-one and class teacher would significantly aid the development of the learner (Bolourain et al., 2022). In addition, LSA’s would likely feel more secure and proactive in their ability to provide structure and positive learning experiences for their learner. 

A second concern that could be drawn from the research was the removal of learners with ASC from the classroom environment with the support of one-to-ones (Webster and Blatchford, 2014). The frequent removal of learners with ASC has been documented almost as a prerequisite of support from an LSA. Removal from the environment often stems from challenging or disruptive behaviours which may disturb whole-class teaching, or to provide a more focused area of learning with the LSA. There is a consensus that the continuous withdrawal of children with ALN from the learning environment has significant limitations (Anderson and Boyle, 2015). Concerns are raised in a few areas, the first being that particularly as learners become older, this draws attention to the fact that they are in fact different from their peers or encourage negative stigma regarding the condition (Beghin, 2021). Additionally, learners who are removed from the class environment frequently have weakened relationships with their class teachers, relying heavily on their LSA for academic support. Furthermore, this practice encourages a reliance upon the LSA to assume responsibility for the learner with ALN as opposed to a whole-school approach (McGhie-Richmond and Sung, 2013). This weakened relationship with teachers also extents to peer relationships within the class, which are less likely to foster if the learner is unable to partake in groupwork or other forms of academic collaboration. The implementation of small-group seating arrangements could possibly alleviate these concerns. Grouping the learner with ASC into a small group, where the one-to-one can work alongside the individual, would promote peer modelling and collaboration as well as to not accentuate any differences between the learners and their peers (Symes and Humphrey, 2011). Using this technique still promoted access to the additional provision provided by the LSA and increased time in the classroom environment helping to foster the learner-teacher relationship, essential to their ecological system. It is important to note this approach may not be all encompassing, learners with ASC are vastly different, some learners may struggle to engage in a classroom setting, whilst others can become overstimulated by other learners in their environment (Block, 2018). Despite these obstacles, the effectiveness of LSA’s as one-to-ones within the classroom environment has been found to significantly improve within small group settings (Symes and Humphrey, 2011). Using this method of seating would allow the learner to access peer and learner-teacher relationships whilst minimising sensory overload from the classroom environment. Having the one-to-one be alongside the learner at a group table would promote an inclusivity, where the support of the LSA is less apparently supporting an individual learner (Vetoniemi and Karna, 2021).  This method can also be seen to be used in the critical incident which demonstrates an authenticity to this approach. 

Discussion

The critical incident identified between the learner with ASC and their LSA allowed for a critical reflection of this event in a wider context of education. Following the process highlighted by Tripp (2012), the identification of a critical incident has led to expanded learning and professional development (Mohammed, 2016). Similarly critical reflection is noted by Donaldson (2015) as a significant factor in developing an understanding of justification behind specific teaching practices. 

In the critical incident observed the LSA appeared to be the mediator between learner and teacher, whereby the learner checked their understanding with their one-to-one before feeling able to provide their answer to the teacher. The incident that took place led me to think about the justification for one-to-one support of learners with ASC, in addition to the effects this type of differentiated learning may have on the individual. There are clear benefits to the use of one-to-ones in the inclusion of learners with ASC into mainstream classrooms, however the drawbacks should not be overlooked.

I considered the critical incident from the theoretical perspectives of Vygotsky (1979), Bandura (1977), and overarchingly Bronfenbrenner (1979). From a sociocultural perspective, the LSA acts as an MKO to the learner with ASC, identifying their ZPD and providing them with the appropriate scaffolding to achieve the task provided (Abtahi, 2017). There is some debate surrounding whether the LSA is suitable to become the MKO and in fact identify the ZPD as this is essentially the role of the teacher. The research suggests that the LSA acts as a barrier between the learner and the teacher, often underestimating the capability of the learner (Symes and Humphreys, 2011). This has been identified as learners with ASC that are provided the support of an LSA have lower levels of academic achievements compared to those who are not supported (Blatchford et al., 2009). However, from a social learning theory perspective, the presence of a one-to-one can model the desired behaviours or learning over time and provide tailored reinforcement to the learner. Bandura (1977) identified modelling and observation as crucial to the learning process however these are skills that learners with ASC often find challenging. Providing a one-to-one for the learner can allow the LSA build upon these skills over a longer period which has proven to be successful (Taylor and Koch, 2008). In addition, the provision of LSA allows for the continuous assessment of reward preference to encourage learning through positive reinforcement (Meindl, Delgado and Casey, 2020). When looking at the literature of the critical incident in a wider context there are obvious improvements that can be made. These findings highlight concerns regarding the relationships surrounding the learner, particularly that of the LSA and teacher, which if improved would enhance the learner’s development. 

In addition, the concerns of LSA’s regarding their taking of responsibility for planning and provision for the learner is something that will be taken into consideration in future practice. Providing support for the LSA through a joint-planning approach is clearly evidenced and can significantly benefit the learner academically as well as from a systems perspective (Symes and Humphrey, 2011). Upon further investigation, a shared experience among learners with ALN is the continuous removal from the classroom setting which may contribute to this frayed relationship with the class teacher (Vetoniemi and Karna, 2021). The use of seating the learners in small groups with the one-to-one working alongside the individual provides a level of inclusion to the learner and limits accentuation of any differences to their peers (Humphrey and Lewis, 2008). This is something I hope to emulate in my own teaching practice to create the best chance at inclusion for the learner into a mainstream setting. 




Conclusion and Recommendations 

The teaching and learning methods suggested for improvement of professional practice are supported by well-established learning theories and contemporary research. The first recommendation for change is for one-to-ones and the class teacher to engage in group-planning. This method allows for the LSA to deliver a higher level of support to the learner, providing proactive assistance, as well as contributing valuable knowledge of the learner to enhance and effectively differentiate sessions. The second recommendation is that learners with ASC should be supported by their one-to-one within a small group seating arrangement in the classroom environment. This approach diminishes the emphasis removal from the environmental places on the learners’ differences, encouraging inclusion and peer relationships to develop. 

Conducting this assignment, I have developed an understanding for the use of critical incident methodology, something which I will take into my future professional practice. The research I have conducted surrounding the critical incident observed has developed my ability to notice a situation occurring in the classroom environment, explore the reasons behind the incident and provide an alternative strategy that could be used in future practice to tackle this. Implementing these changes into my own teaching practice would demonstrate my consideration for the working with in-school colleagues as well as acknowledgement for the differentiation professional standard. I have accessed wider reading and presented my research findings, meeting an additional professional learning standard and now have a greater understanding for the use of pedagogical strategies such as modelling and reinforcement within the classroom.
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