A Critical Evaluation and the Identification of the Next Teaching and Learning Steps Focusing on a Case Study of an Individual Learner or Group of Learners, Based on an Observed Incident.  (4370 words)



Introduction 

  In evaluating critical incidents there is scope for professional growth and self-awareness in reflective practice and critical analysis. My chosen critical incident has informed my teaching practice through probing questions stimulated from critical reflections and cultivating further research for contextual understanding. Leading theorists such as Tripp and his enquiry into critical incidents (Tripp, 2012) has prompted and developed my ability to self-reflect by ‘informing action research’(Trip, 2012, p26). In this instance, the process of critical reflection has derived from observing critical incidents within a local school setting. Throughout this essay, the school and the associated pupils and documents will be referred to as ‘x’ to for the purposes of protection and privacy. The aspiration of the bridging session was to collate observations of various critical incidents within the school setting, and through analysing these incidents, a greater depth of reflection should be achieved. This is in alignment with the teachers training on the Initial Teacher Education (ITE) programme in Wales, as it is encouraged to train to be apart of an inquiring profession and consider ethical and sceptical research (Welsh Government, 2021).
  I have adopted and considered both Gibbs and Brookfield’s models of reflection to appreciate the reflective process within the educational system and to inform my own practice. 
   Within the role of the reflection, the critical incident within its place in the curriculum and evaluating the following steps, helps to consolidate the purpose of professional critical reflections and its benefits. 


The Role of Critical Reflection 
    
      Critical reflection within educational practice can be informed by different models such as Gibbs and theorists and research such as Donald Schon. Here, practitioners must be critical in what they observe, the method of observation and address any preconceptions or biases. 
   The role of critical reflection within education is to provide a greater understanding of the learner and the context of the learner’s development in order to apply the most appropriate teaching methods, guidance and care. In Christensen’s critical reflection of Bronfenbrenner’s ecological system(Christensen, 2016), he suggests that the practitioner must develop reflection further than description and supports Bronfenbrenner’s inclusion of micro, meso, macro, and ecological perspectives of analysis for the development stages of an individual (Christensen, 2016, p3). However, Christensen’s critical reflection also highlights the limitations of Bronfenbrenner’s works and suggests a need for understanding the context of collective groupings in which the individual operates rather than sole focus of the individual (Christensen, 2016 p3). In light of this, the beneficial skills that critical reflection develops within training teachers includes searching for quality, accuracy, audience and purpose within research, additionally, to consider the perceptions of alternative opinions and help to cultivate a justified judgement within the practitioner. An advantage of critical reflection would be that it contributes to identifying good practices of teaching with an objective to reflect on what is going well and what could be improved. Khem Raj Joshi (Joshi, 2018) discusses an array of professional benefits such as self-awareness, prompting extensive teaching resources as well as a ‘community of critical practitioners’ (Joshi, 2018 p85). Additionally, models of critical reflection, such as Gibbs’ reflective model, strengthen the ideas of Joshi, providing value within the education field as they act as a navigation for practitioners to reflect on how they reflect. Brookfield’s suggestion of the practitioner as a learner, the learner’s perspective, literature and theory and the experiences of colleagues, can each transform our reflective practice (Brookfield, 1998).
Reflection as a pinnacle for professional growth, reminds practitioners to observe themselves, their teaching and the learners involved. Training teachers are prompted to utilise the teaching standards consistently, which will contribute to their professional growth, shaping approaches to critical reflection. Within the updated ITE programme in Wales, John Furlong (Furlong, 2021 p66) brings to light a new approach to professional learning in teaching, as researchers recognise the dual important of incorporating university-based programme to capture the significant insight into action research and evidence that inspire concepts such as critical reflection. 
    In magnifying the role of critical reflection, concepts such as problem solving and finding solutions arise due to the nature of reflecting critically. Theorist Schon discusses the possibility of ‘new discoveries’ which require ‘reflection-in-action’(Schon,1992, p5). Schon develops this idea further and claims that through the process of critical reflection, circumstances can be understand better only when we try to change them (Schon, 1992, p5). Here, Schon has established the benefits provided by searching for a solution, however, aspects such as the context for the incident, the learner involved, and the long-term impact of the critical incident cannot fully be addressed within short term reflections. This reflection-in-action approach to critical reflection helps to establish that critical reflection can be carried out in a variety of different methods, however, the importance is instilled in its role to inform better professional practice, which is paramount within the teaching profession. 


Observation of School and Class Context 

   Building upon a foundation of observation provides practitioners with valuable insight into the learning experience in providing a context for the critical incident. Within school x, the critical incident I observed took place within the specialised teaching facility (STF) alongside ten learners within the key stage one (KS1) phase. Within the STF, learners had differing additional learning needs (ALN) such as attention deficient and hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), dyslexia and autistic spectrum disorder (ASD). The classroom was set up practically with an acknowledgement for large spaces, hessian displays and provisions for outdoor learning. Within the STF facility, it was swiftly observed that routine was strongly implemented, as the learners predominantly respected the expectations of the class teacher throughout the day. Models of behaviour reinforcement, such as ALN-safe adaptions of Skinner’s operant conditioning, could be observed within elements of the traditional learning environment. However, the Curriculum for Wales makes emphasis on the importance of the independent learner as observed within the STF. 
School x has provided ALN documentation that includes details of behaviour policy, routines, and the support given to the learners (Parklands ‘ALN’). School x has outlined a brief detail of the specific ALN provisions set in place, including IDP, and whole school provisions and intervention strategies. Here, the provisions made to enhance health and wellbeing for the learner are outlined in the Social, Emotional and Behavioural section of the document (Parklands ‘Well-being and Pastoral Support’). Within this framework, the provision for emotional coaching and daily or twice-a-day check-ins are mentioned, which is crucial context concerning the critical incident observed. The publication of this document on the school website has the platform to reach parents, teachers, governors and inspectors, thus demonstrating the school’s transparency and willingness to involve the community within its learning procedures. This document could benefit further by being expanded on with perhaps a more in-depth discussion of how the strategies are implemented through the school. School x has utilised the Emotional Coaching UK organisation to train staff members and pastoral support (Parklands ‘Well-being and Pastoral Support’) Here, therapeutic play, restorative practice, attachment awareness and emotional coaching are areas of wellbeing that have been developed. Due to the limitation of time allocated for the observation, inference can be made towards the practice of emotional literacy within the STF as the teaching staff have the appropriate training to facilitate this safely. Here, time is factor with the ability to impact positively and negatively on the depth of observations. 
      School ‘x’ had incorporated Welsh language literacy and communication within the provision for health and wellbeing, maximising the curriculum benefits of expanding Welsh language skills and encouraging healthy communication inclusively with ALN learners. This will be explored further through addressing the critical incident and its context within the Curriculum for Wales 2022. 


Critical Incident and the Four Purposes 

   The Curriculum for Wales 2022 aims to cultivate an array of creative, confident, capable and informed learners, as captured by Donaldson in Successful Futures (Donaldson, 2015). The Curriculum for Wales 2022 encourages learners to be healthy, confident individuals as part of the four purposes envisioned to develop independent learners. Acknowledging emotional literacy as an increasingly important element within the Welsh education system, Donaldson’s discussion of correlating positive mental and emotional wellbeing with healthy academic success (Donaldson, 2015 p45-47) supports the notion of health and well-being to be implemented as its own area of learning experience. In light of this, many schools have adopted a ‘check-in’ policy, where learners are encouraged to share their feelings and worries. This usually takes place during the start of the day in order for the teacher to be aware of any concerns and take action if needed. The critical incident I observed in school x involved two learners during the morning check-in, they altered their ‘syt wyt ti’ (how are you) expressive feelings on the feelings board. The value of check-in lies within the reasoning aspect of the learner communicating their emotions. Within the STF, it is important for the learners and the teacher to hold a good understanding of the individual feelings of children throughout the day, as the teacher can navigate a welcoming classroom environment for each individual need, and open a dialogue for discussing feelings and address any safeguarding issues in light of the Well-being of Future Generations Act Wales (Welsh Government, 2015). For the critical incident, the feelings displayed included: hapus (happy), trist (sad), grac (angry), excited (cyfrous). In my observation, I witnessed two children swapping they’re expressive feelings within two and three different intervals throughout the morning. The first learner had replaced the trist expression with hapus, and the second learner had changed their grac expression to trist and then to hapus. The learner’s awareness of their own changes in feelings and confidently expressing this exemplifies independent learning within a classroom environment and the encouragement of safe well-being practice and self-reflection, aligning with healthy, confident individuals. 
    Within my observation of critical incident, I considered the possibility of potential peer influence between the learners as the pupils changed their feelings at different intervals. I took into consideration that the learners had spent the weekend at home and had entered school with these feelings, therefore factoring the possibility that being present in school with peers might have impacted these changes. Within the pedagogic principles of the Professional Standards Wales, the topic of ‘refining teaching and developing the idea of managing the learning environment that helps to grow responsibility and build behaviours’ (Professional Standards, 2022), can be applied to my observations of the learners by managing their own self-expression. 
      I would like to further research successful classroom strategies for managing feelings within the health and wellbeing Curriculum for Wales 2022, as I believe that diversifying the methods of self-expression within the learner has the potential to achieve a positive and constructive self-reflection. 


Literature Review 

  Tripp discusses how habitual routines can become critical (Tripp, 2012 p25,26) through a thorough scrutiny of the events, as seen in this critical incident. In dissecting these events, a key area concerning health and wellbeing can further be explored amongst research, theorists and strategies in Wales. Tripp also emphasises the importance of remembering ‘diagnostic’ techniques of analysing incidents and draws upon the fact that different interpretations are constructed from their experience (Tripp, 2012, p30). In light of this view, the impact of health and well-being within learner development can be categorised into the following; the success of institutions and provisions in schools, inclusive practice and whole school approaches, health and well-being in the curriculum and parental/guardian collaboration. 
     Within the Welsh educational system, various institutions, charities and government schemes aim to promote positive health and well-being within schools and by exploring these, the levels of learner development can be evaluated by looking at the systems and methods of the solutions they offer.
   The Welsh Network of Healthy School Schemes (WNHSS) have provided documentation of health and well-being recommendations in alignment with NHS Wales government standards (Welsh Government, 2022). The respected WNHSS service is also involved with flying start nurseries and other ALN provisions providing government centred childcare support. The effectiveness of this support can be testified through research and evidence such as The Good Childhood Report 2020, here data has been shared of which 18% of children (aged 10-17) in 2020 scored below the midpoint of a life satisfaction scale and are considered to have low levels of well-being (The Good Childhood Report Summary, 2020 p3). In analysing the context for this survey, April and June 2020, the learners would have experienced a period of uncertainty in the pandemic with a series of isolations alongside the transition to online schooling for safety purposes. To develop these results further, perhaps a breakdown of gender, race and economic-social stance would provide a greater depth and understanding within the results which would develop the research for the causes of depreciation in levels of health and well-being. Additionally, it would benefit the study if the impact of emotional literacy was shown as this could perhaps generate solutions, as supported by Schon’s theory of reflection-in-action, and would provide insight into the implementation of the Curriculum for Wales 2022. 
   Within the school system, provisions for mental health have been made in Wales such as Child and Adolescent Mental Health services (CAMHS) and MIND. These institutions collaborate with schools but also act as an independent body of help for young learners. The benefits of utilising these specifically targeted institutions within primary school settings include expertise, safe solutions and training as supported by Pettitt in an investigation of CAMHS work in schools (3.5.2 Pettitt, 2003,p31). However, a critique of the service has involved lengthy waiting lists and long referral times of which, has been combatted by Young Minds, who provide a list of helpful resources to access during the waiting period (Young Minds, 2019). It is important for the government to support these institutions as young learners can obtain appropriate guidance from experts in health and well-being. To develop this, a revision of the programme such as staff recruitment and funding could perhaps maximise its full impact in reaching as many learners as possible, and should be considered. 
  In reflection, the oversight of mental health and well-being by institutions, charities and the Welsh government has delivered a well-equipped force of expertise to help with the development of the learner. However, suggestions can be put forward such as a greater collaboration and school staff training to emphasise the benefits achieved by these institutions and in this, attempting to reduce the waiting list times in expanding a fully trained force of staff within school settings.  

      An important element to consider for learner development in health and well-being is inclusive school practice and whole school approaches, and how these strategies might differ in catering for the wellbeing of individuals such as ALN learners.
    Research conducted by Vockert et al permeates health and well-being amongst mainstream and ALN learners within a European learning environment (Vockert et al, 2018). Vockert et al examines and compares mainstream pupils, special educational needs (SEN) learners and SEN learners in mainstream schools for two variables: satisfaction with life and self-rated health. The study uncovered contradictions including the learners with SEN in specialist schools had a higher rate of life satisfaction but also had a higher rate of poor self-rated health(Vockert, Discussion 4 (4.1) 2018). The discussion examines potential causes for this including family background, learning environment and socio-economic stances. However, the limitations of this study must be taken into consideration with a lack of personal context for the learners involved within the theories for the levels obtained. Additionally, the research was carried out within the German school system context and therefore, caution must be taken when applying this study to Wales due to geographical, curriculum and economic-social-political differences. However, the substance of the research indicates there is a need to incorporate greater inclusive practice to achieve successful learning development, and thus cater for differentiation in accounting for health and well-being to benefit a variety of learners.
 Rocio Cifuentes, the Children’s Commissioner of Wales has published objectives for education equality and inclusivity to be succeeded by 2024 this includes objective 3 involving the development of resources and information to correspond to the needs of every learner (Cifuentes, 2020-2024), as apart of focused project work with an emphasis on youth mental health (Cifuentes, 2020-2024 p5). An appreciation is acknowledged for the targets set to improve health and well-being in schools across Wales, however, the targets are limited in terms of providing information of the methods of how this will be implemented and monitored as well as accounting for the many potential changes encountered within the education system in Wales during this period. 
  Further investigation into health and well-being involving inclusive practice and whole school approaches conjure the limitations within the current system. One of the barriers for health and wellbeing could potentially include the whole school approach as outreach systems such as buddying, mentoring and share time can potentially exclude ALN learners within an STF, as the STF operates within its own unit with selective opportunities to integrate into mainstream. An acknowledgement of Pichère, Cadiat, and Probert’s analysis of Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (Pichere, Cadiat and Probert, 2015) expresses the idea that despite the discussion of basic human needs, considerations such as social ‘relationships and ‘self-improvement’ (Pichere, Cadiat and Probert, 2015 p7) need a greater depth of presence within the development of these hierarchy of needs. Here, health and well-being could be compromised due to a lack of building these foundations for relationships between mainstream and ALN learners, and thus an emphasis must be made on the importance of promoting tolerance and inclusivity within schools. 
   Colin Howard et al explores inclusive practice within the topic of mental health, linking this to Teaching Standard 5;(Howard, 2017, p118) ‘Adapt teaching to respond to the strengths and needs of all pupils’. Here, the idea of aiming for inclusive practice is valuable in the case of health and wellbeing as it benefits the learners involved in terms of the quality of care, as well as promoting professional growth within the teaching profession, by instilling these values. 
     Thus, a combination of inclusive practice and whole-school approaches work positively in coherence, however, an ambition towards promoting greater inclusive practice within schools appears beneficial for health and well-being in supporting healthy individuals amongst the next generation of learners. 

   Health and wellbeing can be optimised and encouraged within a positive classroom environment, and this should be the responsibility and ambition of teaching staff within a school setting. Colin Howard (Howard, 2017, p32) promotes the important idea of how the school culture, environment and ethos can contribute to the mental health of a child. Here, positive classroom displays as well as the reward system that is fair and successful can contribute to a culture of confidence and support for both learners and the teachers. WNHSS has produced a document in alignment with National Health Service Wales (NHS) with recommendations for classroom environment and ethos providing examples on how to create a safe and beneficial environment (Welsh Government, WNHSS, 2015). These statements include child ownership within the environment, independent daily routines and neutral calm aesthetics within the classroom (Welsh Government, 3.1 Healthy and Sustainable Pre-School Scheme National Awards Criteria, 2015, p45). This document is valuable in providing guidance for class teachers in delivering an appropriate classroom environment for learners in general. However, this document could benefit from an expansion of inclusive practice within the classroom environment in accounting for the differentiation of what constitutes as a safe classroom environment for a variety of learners and their needs. Patrick, Kaplan and Ryan further elaborate on the importance of a motivating classroom environment through the discussion of structure and social climate such as achievement goal theory (Patrick, Kaplan and Ryan, 2011). The researchers draw upon central ideas concerning student social behaviours, such as effort and comparison, as well as classroom structure displays (Patrick, Kaplan and Ryan, 2011,p2) and the potential for motivation and harm for the learners. Here, this evidence acts as a reminder for the teaching community to host welcoming healthy classroom environments that contribute positively and safely to the learner in order to correlate in developing healthy individuals. 

  In addressing the development of health and well-being within learners across Wales, the Curriculum for Wales 2022 must come under scrutiny in evaluating its achievements and limitations. The Curriculum for Wales 2022 promotes the development of ‘healthy, confident individuals’ within the four purposes, developing mental and emotional well-being, by building ‘confidence, resilience and empathy’ (Welsh Government, ‘Developing a Vision for Curriculum Design’, 2022). Within the curriculum, one of the areas of learning experience is titled ‘Health and Well-being’, and it is expected for teachers to implement this experience through an array of healthy forms including physical education, healthy eating, mindfulness and lessons on how the learner can take care of themselves. Analysing the effectiveness of staff mental health training can help to determine the progress made and what areas to develop. Bryne (Bryne, 2018) discusses how trainee and newly qualified teachers can incorporate health and wellbeing into their ‘professional identity’ within the school environment. (Bryne,1.2 ‘Influences on novice teacher’s identity as health promoters’, 2018). Here, the thoughts put forward by Bryne coincide with the developing ITE Programme in Wales. Furthermore, Dan Siegal and Tina Bryson’s theory of the ‘Whole-Brain-Child’ (Siegal, Bryson, 2012) could provide Bryne with further input into strategizing emotional literacy training. The Curriculum for Wales 2022 and its delivery within schools takes precedence over the topics that teaching staff are able to inform and guide learners through. However, due to the early stages of developing curriculum implementation, magnifying the effectiveness of the health and well-being area of learning experience would make a valuable investigation for further research.
   
  In terms of the support for health and well-being, parental and guardian collaboration can provide a stronger foundation for the learner if this network of connections operates positively. The Additional Learning Needs Code for Wales 2021 provides documentation statements which address support outside of the school unit. Here, a statement that parents/guardians should be included in supporting the ‘views, wishes and feelings’ of the learner in order for the child to fulfil their potential (Welsh Government, ALN Code for Wales (4.33) 2021, p49). The development of the education system within Wales is adopting a greater emphasis on the relationship between the school, community and family within school learning. Here, a positive parental and guardian partnership with the school can strengthen the support for the learner by providing greater context in creating guidance for the next steps in the learner’s educational journey. This system is often dependable on school policies that reflect each school individually and can therefore be applied to school relationships within the context of themselves.  
  Alongside the inclusion of promoting healthy, confident individuals within the Curriculum for Wales 2022, it seems appropriate to reflect on the current future circumstances for students in terms of health and well-being. Here, concerning articles have circulated, for example the discussion of extreme ‘mental health slumps’ amongst university students, as reported by Sally Weale in the students Covid-19 investigation (Weale, 2020). It is a comforting thought that primary teaching recruitment and teachers themselves are working towards developing a more beneficial and helpful healthy school system for learners who are informed about where to search for help, in addition to healthy intervention from young ages.  

Reflection, Evaluation and Next steps

Critically reflecting on my chosen critical incident has informed my practice as a training teacher as reflective models such as Gibbs, has helped to form my own reflections and develop my understanding of the role of perspectives that contribute to critical reflection.
Farr and Riordan have collated an interesting perspective of the modernisation of 21st century reflective practice for training teachers, using electronic mediums to discuss and communicate reflections such as blogs and online chats (Farr and Riodan, 2015). In evaluating my own experience of the ITE program, Farr and Riordan’s claims are supported as student teachers have been encouraged to adapt teaching practice to successfully reflect and accommodate the needs of the learner.  Farr and Riodan’s research could be deemed necessary and appropriate in consideration of current progress, such as the inclusion of the digital competency framework within the Curriculum for Wales 2022, and attaining the professional teaching standards linked to technology advances.  
Analysing and reflecting on this critical incident has contributed positively on my professional development as I am working towards formatting my own research into successful health and well-being provisions. In developing my attainment of professional standards such as professional research, I feel positively encouraged in conforming my professional development and teaching identity. 
By critically reflecting on my role as an observer, I gained a greater sense of the learner’s perspective and thus could adapt ideas about my teaching practice, such as questioning and reasoning, that would gage with the learner in a safe and successful way. 
In reflection of my critical incident, it is apparent that the health and well-being area of learning experience is progressing to accommodate a variety of learners, however, a greater depth of research and facilities for individual needs would greatly benefit learner satisfaction. Dave Moore (Moore, 2022) suggests to take further action on youth mental health and wellbeing with dividing the two concepts and providing specific care and facilities within these categories. Furthermore, by looking at mental health and well-being separately, perhaps we can provide greater quality of care and treatment for the individual needs of learners. 
The next steps within my professional development involve continuing research to contribute to a meaningful understanding of health and well-being amongst developing learners, identify other areas of education to develop research to inform my practice, and to set up discussions concerning the implementation of health and well-being within my placement school in order to build on my perspectives.  

Conclusion 

In summary of my conclusions, my role as an observer of critical incidents has strengthened my ability as a professional to reflect critically and draw upon further research to inform my practice. Within the Welsh education system, the role of a reflective practitioner can contribute to both ethical research and sceptical classroom practice whilest maintaining an open mind and willingness to adapt. In meeting the professional teaching standards, teaching and leadership are at the forefront of reflective practice through an ambitious commitment to refining teaching qualities and creating the best possible outcome for learners, in evaluating one’s own practice. 
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