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‘A critical evaluation and the identification of next teaching and learning steps focusing on a case study of an individual learner or a group of learners, based on an observed critical incident.’


Introduction

A critical incident is an incident that leads to practitioners to reconsider the how and why of teaching practice. It is a moment that makes the teacher stop and think within the classroom. (Edson et.al, 2021).  A critical incident is created by the way a professional looks at something, how we explain an event and how we look at it in a critical manner (Tripp, 2011).

This essay is going to discuss my understanding of critical incidents and how they can be advantageous for critical reflection. The purpose of the critical reflection will be explained and the importance of critical reflection in education and for professionals will be considered. The observed critical incident with be outlined and the context will be explained. There will be links back to the four purposes of the Welsh Curriculum and how they can be connected to the critical incident. Relevant research will also be discussed within a literature review that links to the observed critical incident. Once the critical incident has been discussed under this critical structure, the essay will conclude with the main reflections and evaluations of the critical incident.


The role of critical reflection

Reflective practice is vitally important when being a practitioner in education (Lawrence-Wilkes and Ashmore, 2014).  Kharlay, Wei and Philips state that using critical reflection as a view for improving practice is essential for developing teaching standards (Kharlay, Wei and Phillips, 2022). There are always opportunities to reflect on work that is being carried out or work that has been completed. Practitioners can follow different theories of critical reflection within their practice in order to maintain strong professional standards. One of the theorists that can be used within school is Schon’s (1991) Reflective Theory, Schon believes in two different forms of reflection ‘Reflection-in-action’ and ‘reflection on action’ (Nazir et al, 2022). When a teacher is ‘reflecting-in-action’, it is when the teacher is carrying out an activity at the current time. This way of reflecting is a very structured way to reflect as it allows the teacher to make changes there and then to benefit the learning of the children and young people. The teacher could be teaching a subject that the children are not fully engaged in, but to get the individuals more engaged the teacher could change a few points to help. When ‘reflecting-in-action’ it allows the teacher to develop understanding, and it will support the practitioner to use different experiences within their practice. The other part of Schon’s (1991)  module is ‘reflecting-on-action’. This is where the professional will look back on an activity that has taken place and look at how it can be developed further next time (Pennington, 2022). ‘Reflecting-on-action’ will allow teachers to also reflect on ‘reflecting-in-action’ and look at how the professional felt with the situation and what was changed therefore think about if the professional reflected in the correct way to support the development of the children. Teachers that carry out ‘reflection-on-action’ will not do this when in school as the individual will go back and think about the situation thoroughly within their time outside of the classroom (Cambridge University Press & Assessment, 2022). 

The new curriculum in Wales promotes reflection and encourages teachers to be reflective practitioners. Firstly, Professor Graham Donaldson had to carry out a large amount of research before implementing the new curriculum in Wales. When carrying out the research, Donaldson asked many different participants from teacher, parents, children, and the community what the individuals' thoughts were on the previous curriculum to help make positive improvements to the new curriculum that was being implemented. Carrying out reflection has allowed positive changes to be made to support the development of children in Wales by making the curriculum more engaging and fun for the children to have own opinions on their learning. Next, the curriculum now provides the children with four different purposes to focus on. Being an ‘Ambitious, capable learners’ is one of the four purposes that the Welsh curriculum states.  Being an ‘Ambitious, capable learner’ will support children to be critical about what decisions they choose to make and the impact that it would have on their lives. Within school setting, it is important that teachers role model critical thinking within their teaching to help support the children to be more critical thinkers. The curriculum will support the children to carry out reflection in the classroom and to use critical thinking regularly (GOV.UK, 2015). 

The professional standards for Wales also link to critical reflection in the school setting as one of the standards for professional learning indicates that ‘teachers consistently extend knowledge, understanding and skills and can show reflection and openness to challenge’ (Welsh Government, 2019). The professional learning passport (PLP) is in place to support practitioners to be reflective on their practice and to record the progress that is being made to support them as a practitioner. This allows the professionals to increasingly develop effective pedagogy (Welsh Government, 2018). 


Observation

The observation of a critical incident was carried out in a primary school near to the city centre of Swansea. School X is a large, multi-cultural primary school. This school has approximately 434 children aged between three and eleven years old. The school is made up of approximately 12 different classes and has a morning and afternoon nursery class. 16% of the children have additional learning and 18% of the pupil come from an ethnic minority background. There are 16% of pupils that use English as their additional language (Estyn, 2014). 

The environment of my observation was a large classroom space which was very engaging for the children. The classroom had many different areas for the children to explore including creative area, reading area, dolls house, train tuff tray, teacher activity station, carpet area and a sensory room. The classroom also had access to an outdoor space which give the children the independence to choose where the individuals would like to explore. 

When carry out the observation I followed the BERA guideline to ensure that my research is all kept anonymous, and no information is shared about the setting or participants. I will follow the BERA principles and include them in my research to make sure that all research is justifiable and ethical. From reading the BERA guidelines I will make sure when carrying out my research not to criticise in a defamatory or unprofessional manner (BERA, 2018). 


Critical Incident 
 
When given the opportunity to observe in the school setting, I was able to observe in different year groups which allowed me to gain more information regarding critical incidents. Observing let me acknowledge that there are positive and negative critical incidents that take place within education and this aligns with the discussion of other educational researcher on critical incidents (Spencer-Oatey, 2013). My observation was carried out in the nursery section of the school with pupils ages three and four. The morning nursery had approximately 40 children, 1 teacher and 4 teaching assistants. I carried out the observation as a non-participant. Carrying out the research as non-participant meant that I was able to collect data by just observing events and activities in the classroom and having no contact with the practitioners and children. This allowed me to observe the real life behaviours and actions from the children (Steils, 2019). Research by Steils (2019) argues that observation as a non participant has advantages for critical reflection and evaluation. 

The children were all sent off to carry out activities in the classroom, the focus of the lesson was to look at autumn and how the leaves have changed colour. The children were asked to make bracelets out of the leaves that had been collected outside of school and from the school garden. This would link to the area of learning and experience (AOLE) of expressive arts (GOV.UK, 2020). 

[bookmark: _Int_6guWOxYu][bookmark: _Int_K9l7MF5b]While all the children were carrying out activities in the classroom in the different areas, the teacher then wanted all the children's attention and for the individuals to stop and listen. The teacher shook a tambourine and all the children in the classroom froze and stopped what they were doing. The teacher then said different actions for the children to follow 123 tap your head with me, 123 hug a friend with me, 123 point to your nose with me. The children followed all the instructions given by the teacher which got all the children engaged and looking at the teacher so the children could find out what the next instruction was going to be. The teacher than said 123 sit on the carpet with me ready for song time before going out to play. The children then went outside for playtime and at the end of play the same process was repeated. The teacher shook the tambourine and got the children to follow numerous instructions to get their attention to line up at the end of playtime. 

[bookmark: _Int_M0O5x6ak][bookmark: _Int_PUqthtYd]From this observation, the critical incident I found linked to behavior management in the classroom. Operational conditioning, and positive reinforcement were also included. The behavior management strategies also link to the new four areas of the curriculum. It links to ambitious, capable learners as it implies that an ambitious capable learner “are building up a body of knowledge and have the skills to connect and apply that knowledge in different contexts.”  This links to when the children hear music the children automatic response is to freeze and listen this will support them to develop in all different contexts as the children have learnt this at an early age. The critical incident also links to the purpose ethical, informed citizens as it states that children should “understand and consider the impact of their actions when making choices and acting”. This area is supported as children will understand if they stop and listen to the teacher when the musical instrument is played the individuals will be rewarded with a positive reinforcement (Welsh Government, 2022). 
 
Literature Review

[bookmark: _Int_kLT2jRVI]The critical incident that I observed within the school can be linked to many different pieces of literature.The theorists that will be focused on linked to the critical incident are B.F. Skinner and Ivan Pavlov. The critical incident links to positive reinforcement, operational conditioning, and behaviourism. There is a mixture of literature that agrees and disagrees with each other opinions. 

The theorist B.F. Skinner believed that reinforced behaviour is normally repeated in the correct manner, whereas behaviour that is not reinforced will not be. He believed that it was important to strengthen the behaviour and not allow it to be weakened (McLeod, 2015). Skinner's theory of operant conditioning can be seen within the critical incident that happened in the school setting as the teacher was reinforcing the behaviour for the children to copy. The teacher used the tambourine every time they wanted the children attention and the theory worked as all the children instantly stopped when the tambourine was shaken. Akpan describes how B.F. Skinner suggested that classical conditioning is linked to the way that individuals react linking it back to the experiment that was carried out by Skinner. He indicated that you need an unconditional response and neutral stimulus paired together to make a response from others (Akpan, 2022). This links to the critical incident in the setting as the stimulus that has been introduced to the children is the tambourine. The tambourine will originally have no meaning to the children, and they will just see it as being an object. However, by the teacher introducing the shaking of the tambourine as an instruction to the children, the children will then link the tambourine to stopping. By repeating this process it will eventually become a response from the children. 

Literature informs us that operant conditioning is also used for the behaviour of people and animals and investigations have been carried out showing similar learning being achieved. Within the literature, it is identified that animals are taught to perform a specific approach to an auditory stimulus to have a reward. However, it was highlighted that the animals perform to a different auditory stimulus, then no reward will be provided (Puschmann, et.al 2013). This theory can be seen within the primary school classroom and critical incident as children are taught to follow auditory instructions to gain a reward. 

Further literature suggests that Ivan Pavlov indicates that operant conditioning takes place by carrying out two different processes (Vladu and Popescu, 2022). The first part of the process is the action which is the behaviour that operates on the environment. Then the next part of the process is the environment and how it shapes the behaviour. Pavlov carried an experiment of classical conditioning out by using a dog, a bell and food. Pavlov showed that dogs could be conditioned to salivate at the sound of a bell if that sound was repeatedly presented at the same time that they were given food (Todes, 2022).  Due to the behaviour being shaped successfully by using positive reinforcement the behaviour is increased by the individuals, however it suggests that if the behaviour is followed by a negative consequence, then the behaviour will be decreased and not followed correctly. Linking back to education, practitioners need to make sure they are being consistent in the classroom as consistency is key when implementing a behavioural theory to make sure the behaviour is followed effectively (Akpan, 2020). Ivan Pavlov  and B.F. Skinner have the same thoughts and beliefs on operant conditioning (Swasti et.al, 2022).

One form of behaviour management that is used in the primary settings is positive reinforcement which links back to B.F. Skinners theory. Reinforcement is seen as a behavioural tool in education that can be implemented for children in the school and outside. It is primarily used as a means of encouraging desired behaviour by following a good behaviour with some kind of praise or reward. The reinforcement that is carried out by the professional is seen to address the positive behaviour which is going to encourage the behaviour to occur more often which is suggested by Scott and Landrum as they discuss in their article that positive reinforcement will be constructive in helping pupils to build knowledge from instructional engagement with teachers (Scott and Landrum, 2022). This theory will link back to school as teachers will reinforce any positive behaviour that is being presented with praise by staying ’well done’ to the children. Even if the children have carried out a small amount of positive behaviour, it is vital that professionals praise the children for the behaviour to continue in the future.

Further research by Varner suggests that music is positive aspect of children learning as it supports children to develop and supports social and emotional learning. Music is a way that children can create self-management skills and learn ways to deal with how they are feeling, music allows children to manage behaviour and their emotions. This would link to the primary classroom as children are encouraged to express how they are feeling and encouraged to use positive behaviour when in school. By using music as a stimulus for behavioural management in the classroom, the children are encouraged in a way that is positive. Music is engaging for the children which allows everyone to get involved and is inclusive so children of all abilities can get involved (Varner, 2019). 

One of the theories behind the way that individuals behave is called behaviourism. Behaviourism can also be acknowledged by the term behavioural psychology where it is described as natural science that examines human behaviour and activity (Watson, 2017).
The theory linked to be behaviourism is where behaviours are meant to be learnt by links to the environment that is around individuals. The process that links to behaviourism is called conditioning (McLeod, 2022). Behaviourism is one of the oldest recognised theories of learning, when carrying out this theory reinforcement is vital to support the outcome of the response to the stimulus to keep up the behaviour that is being presented (Al-Shammari, 2019). The theory of behaviourism links to schools and practice now as practitioners are always encouraging positive praise in the setting to the get best attitude out of the children. Professionals will reward children with stickers and golden time to enhance the behaviour.

When looking at different literature there are many indications that behavioural psychology theory has a positive impact on education. Some research demonstrates that behaviourism emphasise there to be beneficial environment for learning and the environment for learning will be under control by using the appropriate reinforcement techniques for behaviour (Ng’andu, 2013). Literature suggests that behaviourism is a positive strategy to use in education as behaviourism gives the practitioner opportunities to provide the children with imitate instructions. This supports children as the practitioner is giving the children guidance of what needs to be completed and will help the child take in the information as it will be provided in step-by-step form. When carrying out conditioning children will be given the opportunity to carry out practical activities and assessments which will support the individuals to develop in all areas (Algahtani, 2017). All these positive aspects will support primary education as it allows the practitioner to provide the best for the children to get the best outcome for development and success. 

[bookmark: _Int_QiIk2MY6]However, there is also literature that suggests that behaviourism is not always the best approach to take in education as some individuals look at it as being an anti-humanistic approach as behaviourism has control over the individuals and takes away the choice of having their own opinion and freedom to choose what they think is best. Behaviourism also has the negative that it is not considered to cover all aspects of learning and does not look at the approaches of personality and inherited intelligence. Behaviourism is not seen to be a beneficial way to support the learning of older children and young adults as it does not enhance deep learning that should be provided (Jordan, 2008). 

According to the research I have engaged with there are many positive aspects of using B.F. Skinner and Ivan Pavlov theory in the classroom of operant conditioning and how it encourages positive behaviour from the children. When looking at literature there were many different points to support the positives of music in the classroom, however very little literature was found on the disadvantages of music in education which suggests that music within the classroom seems to have an overall positive impact.


Reflection/ Evaluation & Next Steps 

[bookmark: _Int_mEVwrKWW][bookmark: _Int_1BqbTD0f][bookmark: _Int_ExzXlbom][bookmark: _Int_5IMM2Wko]When I am teaching, I am going to follow many reflective models to support me as a practitioner to make sure I am achieving the best for myself and my students.The main model of reflective practice that I will focus on is Schon’s reflective theory of ‘Reflecting in action’ and ‘Reflecting on Action’ (Gordon, 2017). As a student teacher, I have already followed this model and will continue to do so as it is an effective means of improving my professional practice. An example of this is when I was carrying out an activity with children and I realised that it was too enhanced for their ability. Upon this critical reflection, I decided within the lesson that I had to adjust it to make it more understandable. Another reflective model that I will follow when I am teaching is Gibbs Reflective Cycle (1988). I will follow the six distinct stages to support my reflection. The distinct stages that I will look at are description on what happened, my feelings on what I am thinking about what happened, evaluation of what was good and bad, analysis to look at what else can be made of the situation, conclusion of what else can be done, and lastly an action plan of if the situation happened again how I would deal with it (Markkanen, 2020).

Following research done after my observed critical incident, I would try following operant conditioning theories when I am teaching. I would implement this by introducing an unconditioned response with a natural stimulus to get a response from the children. This will encourage me as a practitioner to introduce objects to the children to get an overall reply. An example of this would be me using a musical instrument as the natural stimulus to get the children’s attention which would be the unconditioned response. When using the musical instrument on a regular basis in the classroom the children will then get the link between the musical instrument and the response of stopping stopping. Carrying this out will support B.F Skinners and Ivan Pavlov theories of operant conditioning.  

When carrying out the literature review the research that was found linking to the critical incident will support me when I am a teacher. The use of positive reinforcement in the setting seems like a good idea and was in place to encourage positive behaviour attitudes and will support the behaviour management in the classroom. After looking at the literature that was found, positive reinforcement seems to be a way to get the children engaged as the children are hoping to be rewarded at the end. From previous experiences in the classroom, I have supported positive reinforcement by awarding children with golden time and dojo points, but I will definitely continue to use this as it will support my behaviour management.

When I am teaching, I am going to use behavioural psychology. The literature that I have researched suggests that this is a good method to use in the classroom as it will help enhance the behaviour of the children and it also helps to support the children development by it allowing the professional to break down the stages of the activity for the children to get a better understanding. When I am breaking down the different stages of the activity,  it will allow me to check if the children understand each stage thoroughly and if there is anywhere that needs to be focused on more or needs to be explained again in more detail. 

As a reflective practitioner I am going to be using music within my classroom, I will use music when supporting cleaning up by using a specific ‘clean up’ song and I will also use musical instruments like a tambourine as an attention grabber to get the children’s attention. I feel music will help to support the cognitive development of children. I am going to implement music widely across the classroom as music is a fun aspect and will encourage children to be involved within their learning.  I will use music as a tool to get the children's attention which will help the children to be enhanced in their learning. When using music in the classroom I will use it to help the children to think about their emotions and feelings as I feel music is a good way to help encourage this. When I am teaching this will be a big factor that I will be considering as health and well-being is vitally important, and it links to the new curriculum in Wales. 

Conclusion 

[bookmark: _Int_2McWLhLL]To conclude, reflective practice is vitally important for teacher as it allows teachers to make changes or adapt to what is best for the children in their class. Using a reflective model will support practitioners when carrying out reflection and will give the professional the best guidance of how to carry out reflection effectively in the setting which will support their practice. Refection is a huge aspect of the new curriculum in Wales as Graham Donaldson wants teacher to be more reflective when in practice. Donaldson carried out a large amount of research to implement the new curriculum in Wales. When in school reflection will take place regularly and a teacher may come across critical incidents which could be positive or negative within the classroom. Critical incidents will make teachers stop and think of what is going on and if changes need to be implemented to benefit the children’s learning and development. It is vital that teachers remain reflective and critical of their own work and the work of others in order to maintain high teaching standards for the benefit of their students. The critical incident that was observed has been supported with a large amount of literature and there are always opportunities to reflect on literature that has been written and to see if there are any links to the current time. This has made myself more aware of the value of research in educational practice as it has helped gain a valuable insight after the critical reflection. Critical incidents that take place within education will highlight different areas. The critical incident in this paper highlighted operant condoning, positive reinforcement, behaviourism, and using music with in the classroom to get a overall response for the children. When highlighting key points, it allows researchers to zone in on specific areas and link it back to how it connects to the curriculum in Wales. Previous literature is still relevant today as there are links to the four purposes of the Welsh curriculum and how children should have opportunities to reach the statements. From all the research carried out and the literature that has been viewed I will follow many of the new strategies and theories that I have found to support me when I am teaching. 
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