
For this assignment I spent a day in a Primary School observing and identified four different critical incidents. I have chosen one of these critical incidents to discuss further here. This assignment will look at this critical incident within the context of Donaldson’s Four Purposes, and draw upon relevant research in order to understand the characteristics of the critical incident. It will then reflect on how this critical incident can shape my own professional and personal development and help identify the next steps in order to achieve this.
In order to identify a critical incident, it must first be defined; Cohen, Manion and Morrison identify critical incidents as “particular events or occurrences that might typify or illuminate very starkly a particular feature of a teacher’s behaviour or teaching style” (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2007, p. 404). Wragg (1994, p.64) suggests it is even simpler, that they are events of more interest than others to the observer, and therefore justify a more detailed recording than others. It is therefore our analysis and reflection that makes these ‘ordinary’ incidents’ critical. Tripp highlights the use of critical incidents as a means to “assist and record the process of developing personally and professionally as a teacher” (Tripp, 1993, p.41). This is the purpose of this assignment.

The school in this case study is an English medium primary school with 423 pupils, of which nine per cent receive free school meals. It has 94.9% attendance, and is in the Green Support category (My Local School, 2019). This case study looks at a year six class, with twenty-seven pupils. There is an almost 2:1 ratio of boys to girls. It is one of two year six classes in the school, and is the younger of the two classes. Although the two classes follow the same scheme of work, it is noticed that this class needs a slower pace than the other, and often needs more repetition of new concepts before they can confidently approach them themselves.
Please note, that the school will be referred to as ‘School X’ in order to keep anonymity for ethical practice, as guidelined by BERA (2018). Similarly, any students and teachers mentioned will be named with letters only.

This assignment looks at a case study of a year six class. A case study is “the study of an instance in action” (Cohen, 2007, p. 253). Cohen explains this further, stating that a case study provides a “unique example” of real situations and real people (2007, p. 253). Case studies look at analytical rather than statistical generalisations, and can help researchers to develop theories to help understand similar cases and situations (Robson, 2002, p.183). However, criticisms can be made of the case study approach; there can be a tendency to base the case study in an extreme, in order to find what you are looking for, which would not be truly representative. For example, if you are researching disruptive behaviour, you might deliberately conduct your research in a highly disruptive class (Cohen, 2007, p.255). In order to reduce this risk, this case study was semi-structured. It was structured in that it was an observation with guided questions, following Fletcher-Wood’s model (2016), however it was unstructured in that I was not looking for any one particular behaviour or incident. Rather, I was allowing natural events to unfold, and noting down what I saw. Of course, even this is not truly ‘natural’, as the very nature of having an extra adult in the room can change the behaviour of students. Hitchcock and Hughes claim the case study approach to be “particularly valuable when the researcher has little control over the events” (Hitchcock and Hughes, 1995, p. 322). The fact that I did not chose the school or class that I went to, or the lessons that the children were taking, meant that I had very little, if any, control over what I was observing.

A further criticism of this approach is that it is prone to observer bias, both in terms of what they look to see, but also in their interpretation of events (Cohen, 2007, p.256). Bias is a problem regardless of the method, as there is always bias of interpretation of results as well. However, it is important that the case study is completed with an open mind.
This case study was completed by observation. It took a semi-participant approach; I sat at the side to observe and make notes of what I saw, however, it is very difficult in a classroom setting to remain as a non-participant, so if a student had a question, I did answer. Cohen (2007, p.396) cautions the importance of avoiding a time gap in the recording of notes. All notes written were recorded at the time of event, or immediately after, in order to ensure accuracy. 

On the day that my case study took place the class teacher was ill, and a supply teacher was taking the class. Throughout the morning the majority of the class had worked well, but there were two boys in particular who had been constantly distracted, whispering to each other and playing with their stationary. In both morning lessons they had fallen behind the rest of the class, and needed constant reminders to pick up their pencils and work, and neither managed to complete the minimum work set. It is unclear as to whether these two boys were generally slower in completing their work, or whether it was because they were distracted. Had the normal class teacher been there, I could have asked. In the afternoon, all of the class seemed tired after lunch. The two boys were still distracted and were not listening to the lesson that was taking place. Once the work was set, the teacher went over to the boys to check that they had understood the task of highlighting key words. The teacher reexplained the task, and helped them with the first part. One of the boys (student A) then proceeded to finish the task. The teacher checked it, and it was correct, and she gave him lots of praise. This is the first time today that he had managed to keep up with the rest of the class. Student A then continued to complete each of the following tasks, both quickly and accurately. Each time, the teacher gave him lots of praise, sometimes loud enough for the whole class to hear. Student A was now engaged, motivated and fully participating in the class. He was even helping his friend (student B), who was also much more focused than in the morning. At the end of the afternoon, student A received a prize for his on-task behaviour and effort. This complete change of attitude really made me stop and think, and it is for this reason that I have chosen this as my critical incident. For more details of this lesson, see appendices 3A and 3B.

Whilst the idea of a case study and critical incident is to look at singular examples and incidents, it is important not to look at it in isolation. It can be critically analysed by looking at Donaldson’s Four Purposes (2015, p. 4). These are the underlying principles in the new Welsh curriculum, and have the aim that all children and  young people will be “ambitious capable learners, ready to learn throughout their lives; ethical, informed citizens, ready to be citizens of Wales and the world; health, confident individuals, ready to lead fulfilling lives as valued members of society; and enterprising, creative contributors, ready to play a full part in life and work”.  Indeed, there is a clear link here to these Four Purposes; it is clear that on receiving some praise, student A began to “have [the] confidence to participate”, and the continued praise had the effect of increasing his confidence (2015, p.31).  This in turn relates to another of Donaldson’s Four Purposes: for children to be “ambitious, capable learners” (2015, p.31). As his confidence grew, he began to “seek and enjoy [the] challenge” of the afternoon tasks. Therefore this critical incident shows that the teacher was successful in this instance in developing a “confident individual” and “ambitious capable learner” (2015, p.31). On the other hand, however, it could be argued that the fact that all morning he had needed reminding to stay on task suggests that his learning environment in the mornings’ lessons might not have been conducive to neither building his confidence nor creating ambitious learners. This leads to the question: if the teacher had praised student A in the morning, would his attitude to learning and his self-confidence and drive have changed earlier? Clearly, we cannot know the answer to this. There are many reasons that could have influenced his change in attitude, that may have nothing to do with the teacher’s praise. He might have preferred the task, for example, or the subject. Maybe he wasn’t hungry after lunch, but he had been before. Without further observation, and perhaps without interviewing him and directly asking, we cannot know. Therein lies a problem of observation: it is difficult to link cause with effect. However I do believe that there was a clear link between him receiving the praise and his change in attitude. This has made me research further the importance of praise in behaviour management.

The idea of praise as a form of behaviour management is a behaviourism idea. Behaviourism is the idea that both positive and negative reinforcement increase the probability that the desired behaviour will occur again. Particularly relevant here is Skinner’s idea of operant conditioning; the idea that individuals make a connection between a particular behaviour and a response or consequence (Skinner, 1938). In this instance, student A made the connection between completing his task quickly, and receiving praise. He then continued to repeat his action of finishing his task quickly and accurately, and received more praise. Arguably, therefore, the teacher has created an operating conditioning environment in this instance, in that she wanted the student to complete his tasks quickly and accurately, and by giving praise when this behaviour was completed, the behaviour was repeated.
Influenced by both behavioural learning theory and the principles of operant conditioning, Spilt et. al. (2016, p.733) claim that there is a “consensus about the importance of positive reinforcement of appropriate behaviour using contingent praise for prevention of oppositional behaviour”, and that this leads to more on-task student behaviour. Gewertz (2020) agrees that the higher the teachers’ praise to reprimand ration, the more students’ focus stays on-task. Arguably, this is what happened in this case study: throughout the morning student A was consistently called up for not being on task. These reprimands resulted in him focusing for a very short amount of time, before going off task again. Whereas in the afternoon, he was praised for his short burst of on-task behaviour, which led to him continuing his on-task behaviour.
Praise for the sake of praise, however, can be counter-productive; Floress (2017, p.228) argues that praise must be “behaviour-specific, contingent, genuine and directed toward an academic skill” for it to be most effective. Indeed, in their Good Behaviour Game experiment, Spilt et. al. (2016) concluded that the higher the level of praise for compliant behaviours combined with the lower level of reprimands for non-compliant behaviours resulted in enhanced children’s development over the course of the school year.
Interestingly, Spilt et. al. (2016) state that, despite the importance of positive behaviour reinforcement through praise being widely recognised in educational practice, it is yet to filter into pedagogical change in the classroom, with praise to reprimand ratios tending to be low. Of course, this varies with each practitioner, and even then, influenced further by particular classroom dynamics. Despite this, however, there is a clear argument for teachers to focus on their own praise to reprimand ratios in their individual classrooms as a behaviour management strategy.
Not everyone agrees with this strategy, however. Praise is a form of reward, and Kohn (1999, pps4, 51) argues that both reward and punishment are nothing more than the manipulation of behaviour, and that rewarding people for their compliance is “not the way the world works”. Furthermore, he argues that rewards actually punish. It punishes those who do not receive the reward, as it is demoralising to miss out. A solution to this would be to reward everyone, regardless of merit and behaviour. Indeed, there has been a trend in this, with some schools awarding everyone participation rewards in sports day, for example, and not having any winners of races. Indeed, while everyone who participates is a winner, as they had the joy of getting involved, being a part of a team, and certainly deserve credit for this. Is it right that those who came first in a race did not ‘win’ that race however? Afterall, everybody has different strengths and weaknesses, and it is important that children realise this. This certainly goes against Floress’ (2017) premise that praise should be targeted and genuine. Afterall, if everybody receives praise regardless of their behaviour, where is the motivation to behave?
Kohn (1999, p.161) takes this further, however. He argues that good values have to be grown from the inside out, and that although praise and punishments can change behaviour in the short term, they cannot change the person who engages in that behaviour. Whilst it is true that not all individuals can be reached to the extent that many teaching practitioners would want, the research from the vast advocates of positive reinforcement in behaviour management suggest that there is, in fact, a clear correlation in increased praise and an increase in desired behaviour.
The use of praise in the classroom does not only affect the behaviour of the child being praised; Spilt et. al. (2016) argues that praise and reprimands also shape the socio-emotional functioning of all the children in the classroom. According to Cadima et. al. (2015), a vast body of research shows that positive child-teacher relationships, which include high levels of closeness, warmth and reciprocal support, can enhance children’s development both socially and academically.  Similarly, perceived negative child-teacher relationships, such as a high number of conflicts and disagreements between the child and teacher, have been shown to have a negative impact on the child’s school success. Spilt et. al. (2016, p.738) agree, arguing that a “predictable, friendly, and safe” environment is created by frequently praising appropriate behaviour, and this encourages children to engage in social interactions. Whereas, worryingly, though perhaps unsurprisingly, higher rates of reprimands have been associated with a decrease in children’s self-worth. 
 There has been a surge on the focus of wellbeing recently, due in part to reports such as the United Nations Children’s Fund report on child wellbeing in rich countries (UNICEF, 2007, pps2-3), which suggested that children  and young people were unsatisfied with their lives, less happy, and have a poor quality of life. Concerningly, the United Kingdom were in the bottom third of rankings for five of the six different dimensions of child-wellbeing. The fact that Wales is not only incorporating wellbeing into school life, but putting it at the heart of the new curriculum reflects the findings of research that shows a correlation in wellbeing and school and social performance (Donaldson 2015). 
However, Wang et al. (2020) highlight a weakness of wellbeing research, claiming that classroom climate effects on pupils’ outcomes could also be due to differences such as in child characteristics and study design, as well as age, ethnicity and socioeconomic status. It is difficult to attribute clear causes and effects to any one particular dimension, including wellbeing.
Having said this, although the cause and effect of wellbeing may be difficult to measure, there is a clear consensus that there is a positive correlation, and it goes beyond praise in the classroom. Wang et al.’s (2020) research shows that higher maths achievement is more likely when teachers have high expectations of their students, and ensure instructions are relevant and meaningful to students’ daily lives and interests. Although this research has been inconclusive of primary age pupils, there is some evidence to suggest that in this age too, high expectations of pupils can lead to higher results.
Arguably even more importantly, Wang et al.’s (2020, p.3) research suggests that pupils who “perceived classroom endorsement of personal improvement and effort”, rather than of high performance and competition for grades, reported a greater enjoyment in learning. Perhaps, therefore, the endorsement that student A received for his effort in the first task helped to increase his enjoyment in the task, which could be the reason that he continued to stay focused. It certainly seemed to increase his confidence for the remainder of the lesson.
Finally, Jang (2012) states that the more that teachers respect their pupils and provide them with social support, the higher the correlation of student-intrinsic motivation. Evidently, if the wellbeing of the student is high, the more motivated and engaged they are, the more they enjoy learning, and the higher their grades will be. Clearly, the wellbeing of the child is fundamental in their ability to learn.

Brookfield (1995) believes that good teachers continually critically reflect on their teaching practice, with the aim of gaining an increased awareness of his or her teaching from as many different vantages as possible. With this in mind, he proposes four lenses in which teachers can engage with for critical reflection: the autobiographical, the students’ eyes, our colleagues’ experiences and theoretical literature.
This case study has provided me with a lot to reflect on as I approach my own teaching journey. Seeing the impact of a little praise to a pupil has made me realise not only how important praise is for the individual’s motivation, as Jang (2012) suggests, but also as a behavioural management strategy. The idea of positive reinforcement of appropriate behaviour using praise in order to prevent disruptive behaviour is certainly an interesting one, and is something that I would like to explore further during my own teaching practise (Spilt et. al., 2016). It is far easier to see disruptive behaviour and respond with a reprimand, and it is very easy for that to become instinctive. Yet I know from my own experience as a learner, that I am far more motivated if I receive praise in something, as it not only makes me feel good about myself, but it reassures me that I can do it, and spurs me on to keep going. Going forward, I will endeavour to remember this from the students’ eyes, and will focus on having a high praise to reprimand ratio. A good starting point for this will be to play Spilt et. al.’s (2016, p.734) The Good Behaviour Game, a team game that uses cards that are taken away rather than a verbal reprimand. 
This case study has also further highlighted the real importance of student wellbeing. It is perhaps obvious that wellbeing is crucial to a person’s health. However it is perhaps not so obvious just how much wellbeing can affect a person’s ability to learn; the wealth of research shows that better student-teacher relationships and a positive learning environment can improve self-regulation (Cadima, 2015), increase student-intrinsic motivation (Jang 2012) and increase their sense of security and self-esteem (Spilt et. al, 2016). A positive and safe learning environment is really important, and something that I am going to work hard on going forward. Creating a positive environment with a high ratio of praise to reprimands is linked with this, but it involves a lot more. Creating positive teacher-student relationships is really important in this, and Cadima (2015) suggests that this is done by emitting warmth, closeness and providing reciprocal support, while Wang et al. (2020) highlights the teacher’s respect for students and the provision of social support helps in creating a positive classroom environment. I intend to work hard at creating strong, positive relationships with each of my students, by not only being warm and supportive, but by getting to know their interests, asking their opinions, and incorporating these into lessons whenever possible. I will also continue my professional development by looking into wellbeing lessons that I can use in the classroom, to look further at individual wellbeing as well as class wellbeing.

In conclusion, this case study looked at a critical incident that took place in a year six classroom that was identified through observation. This critical incident, of a boy who had been off-task all morning but praised for completing a task in the afternoon, was then analysed through looking into how it fit in with Donaldson’s Four Purposes. It became apparent that this critical incident linked with “ambitious, capable learners” and “healthy, confident individuals” (Donaldson, 2015). This then led to look at recent research conducted in the areas of praise as a form of behaviour management, and wellbeing in the classroom. From this research it is clear that praise is an effective form of classroom management, and higher uses of praise versus reprimands can lead to more desired behaviour. This also linked with class wellbeing, as a positive classroom environment is fundamental in a child’s wellbeing, and this in turn is crucial to the child’s ability to learn. Importantly, this case study has resulted in professional reflection; it has not only developed my pedagogical knowledge on learning outcomes and wellbeing, but also my professional learning with my wider reading and research findings I have decided on some next steps for my own teaching practice. These include focusing on having a high praise to reprimand ratio, which I will use The Good Behaviour Game to help me achieve this, and focusing on building strong positive relationships with each of my pupils, by providing emotional support, being warm and taking an active interest in each individual’s interests and opinions. Furthermore, I will continue to reflect on my practice and research, as is the role of the reflective practitioner in Wales.
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