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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 

Critical incidents can be summarized as ‘unplanned events happening in the classroom that require teachers to alter a lesson plan to allow the continuation of working learning practices’ Permatasari (2018). Tripp (1993) stated that the interpretation of the significance of these incidents are subjective in nature, but describing the vast majority of them as ‘typical’ occurrences within classroom environments. These incidents, though, often thought as negative occurrences within classrooms, can be either negative or positive, and are spontaneous in nature. 

Reflection is widely recognized as one of the most significant elements in teaching professions. It’s a desirable aspect that is “intrinsically good” at helping teachers become better at their profession (Calderhead et al. 1993). Critical incidents are unanticipated happenings that can, and predominantly should act as a guideline for teachers to engage in reflective practice (Kwan et al, 2010).

The case study at hand involved numerous observed critical incidents. Nisbet and Watt (1984,) previously described a case study as ‘an instance in action’. Of the handful of incidents, I aim to pick out and use only one of them to help identify and strategize steps to help aid my learning process as a student-teacher. 

The Role Of Critical Reflection

Critical reflection can be described as the ability to ‘unearth, examine, and change’ already held assumptions, based off past actions (Fook, 2015). Though reflection can have diverse descriptions within different professions, the common occurrence within all is the identification of situations/circumstances that can be viewed as ‘not perfect’, or ‘problematic’, that are then acted upon for future improvement (Loughran, 2002).

Reflective practice has relished a pivotal position within teacher education for decades. It is concerned with teacher practices on a daily basis (Rushton et al, 2012). And, by today, critical reflection is seen as a foundational factor in teacher education programmes (Lougrhan, 2002). But, as Kubok (2018) states, “not every judgment is a critical judgment”, and critiquing in general, as a whole does boil down to situational evaluations. Therefore, using reflective practices, which are based off systematic reviews, that are consistently maintained, leads to effective growth for not only teachers, but also the students and the specific educational system in which they partake within (Derenowski, 2018).

At the time of writing, Wales is currently undergoing an educational reform in hope of boosting educational standards across the country. The revision of teaching standards has led to a new curriculum, which is being introduced in 2022. The curriculum revolves around 5 dimensions of professional teaching that are expected to be displayed by professionals within teaching environments, one of which being ‘professional learning’. Teachers are expected to show an openness to challenge and actively reflect of their practices, in an aim to progressively develop their pedagogy (Welsh Government, 2019), emphasising the importance of reflection within teaching. Becoming comfortable and effective at critical reflection will be imperative for young, aspiring teachers who will be immersed within the new curriculum and teaching standards from 2022 onwards within Wales.

Reflective models (Gibbs’s reflective cycle, (1998)) 

Instead of necessarily addressing specific issues, or questioning certain outputs, reflective models are used to observe and help refine practices in ongoing situations (Johns, 2000). Gibbs’s reflective cycle (1998) is a self-reflective model that supports reflecting on, and then drawing up conclusions based off past hands-on experiences. The model has previously been applied to teaching situations as it is viewed as a comprehensive model that helps provide prompt questions throughout its usage process. It supports the combination of everyday experiences with educational research that has evidence based integrity, while also encouraging personal reflection;

Description
Feelings
Evaluation
Analysis
Conclusion
Action Plan
Gibbs’s (1998) model encourages users to explore experiences and draw meaning from those experienced, all while being supported with scholarly evidence. Conclusions are drawn which help set up action plans for future references. Contextually, Gibbs’s (1998) reflective cycle can be applied within teaching environments within Wales, to help self-reflect on whether or not certain professional standards are being met by the individual, to help progressively progress one’s pedagogy, aligning with the Welsh Government’s educational strategy.

Observation School & Class Context 

Within this research project, anonymity was an absolute priority. To ensure this, the British Educational Research Association (BERA) guidelines were continuously followed. BERA’s (2018) guidelines state that “the confidential and anonymous treatment of participants’ data is considered the norm for the conduct of research”. To align with the guidelines, the names of pupils, staff and the school that the research took place within, will be entirely confidential.

The research took place within a Welsh medium, mixed gender primary school situated near the Ammanford area, within the county of Neath Port Talbot, Wales. The school is made up of 177 pupils which includes a nursery class, with ages ranging from 3 to 11. Except for the nursery class, all pupils which attend the school are full time pupils. There are 8 different classes organised within the school. Every child is taught welsh but not all speak it as their first language in their homes. The school is situated in a low socio-economic area, with 21,585 making up the region’s pupil count. Of that number, 5,186 are eligible for free school meals meaning that 24.03% have eligibility. Within this school, 32% are eligible for free school meals, putting in to context the type of economic are the school is situated within.
Observed Critical Incident And Donaldson’s 4 Purposes

The incident took place on Wednesday, the 22nd of September, within a year 4 class. The time of the day was 12:45, and the pupils had just arrived in the classroom back from their dinner break, ready for afternoon activities. The classroom was made up of 14 children in total, with one teacher leading the lesson, one support teacher assisting a pupil with additional learning needs, and myself observing the lesson from the back. The lesson planned by the teacher was mathematics, specifically looking at multiplication. Being the first lesson back from dinner, energy levels were high, and the pupils were taking a while to settle down. The teacher stated that this was a common occurrence, but on this day the children were noisier and more disruptive than usual.

The critical incident revolved around 2 activities that the school had implemented the previous school year. ‘Mile of the day’ and yoga. Mile of the day was one with flexibility, that every teacher within the school could use at any point throughout the day, once. It was simply a 10-15-minute period where teachers could take their respective classes for a walk around the school. The school itself wasn’t the biggest, but the playground and surrounding area was large. Using this area, the teachers could take their pupils for a walk, for whatever reason they deemed necessary, in an attempt to raise activity levels across the school. Yoga was also similar. Every class would perform yoga at the start of the first morning session, and then teachers would have flexibility to implement another 1 session throughout the day whenever they wanted to. 4 x 1 minute YouTube videos would we watched, with every pupil within the class taking part.

The teacher had tried to gather everyone’s attention and to get everyone to focus, but pupils continued to chat and not sit still. So, after recommendation from the teaching assistant, which the teacher appreciated, the class went for their mile of the day walk, and performed a yoga session once they returned. After walking, and then performing their yoga session, the pupils returned and the maths lesson commenced immediately. Energy levels had very clearly dropped, and children’s focus span had now shifted from chatter about dinner time, to the maths activities that the teacher had prepared for them. Deciding to use the mile of the day walk, and yoga straight after dinner break quite evidently helped drive the lesson forwards.

Previous research supports that yoga is an effective tool in helping improve one’s effectiveness at task completion (Cook-Cottone et al, 2015). Yoga has also been shown to have not only a positive effect of general psychological well-being (Tihanyi et al, 2016), but more specifically have a positive effect in reducing the levels of anxiety and depression within youth (James-Palmer et al, 2020), resulting in a method that is an effective tool at helping a young person become more confident with their self-body image (Tihanyi et al, 2016). With the growing number of mental health issues in amongst youth, academic performance is often directly affected by one’s mental health well-being (Dekker et al, 2020), making yoga a very useful activity to implement within schools.

When considering the new education curriculum within Wales, it revolves around four purposes that are supposed to be implemented within all young people. Part of the Donaldson curriculum states that all young people should be “healthy, confident individuals that are ready to lead fulfilling lives as valued members of society” (Welsh Government, 2019). When assessing the observed incident, implementing yoga sessions and walks within primary schools, should, in theory based off past research, help boost a young child’s ability to fulfil this one specific purpose of Donaldson’s new curriculum. 

Literature Review 

Behaviour

Regulating behaviour has always been a desirable skill within teaching professions. Whether students successfully engage in learning activities or not often partially depends on the students’ ‘perceptions of the quality of his/hers’ teachers’ control behaviours’ (Brok et al, 2004). Imposing quality, effective control techniques proves to be a vital skill within classrooms for teachers. There has therefore been a constant growing emphasis on the use of positive behaviours, rather than more ‘old school’ exclusionary discipline strategies when trying to promote positive classroom environments (Mitchell et al, 2013). Forms of punishment for poor behaviour, that some may deem as ‘traditional’, disregard the unique status of classrooms, and general educational settings as safe spaces for moral growth (Warnick et al, 2020). Imposing positive relationships, and reducing the use of discipline strategies that revolve around exclusion, has therefore been progressively more emphasised in recent history within teaching environments.

A method of increasing behaviour within classrooms that has seen massive increase within the 21st century is ‘mindful teaching’. Mindfulness has previously been described as receiving the present moment with an open and welcoming manner. It revolves around thinking consciously while having an awareness and willingness to keep your experiences present, not trying to alter them (Brandsma, 2017). In teaching circumstances, mindfulness is an approach that aims to integrate positive teacher-student & student-teacher relationships, basing the interrelationship off values such as compassion, openness and respectful boundaries (Wamsler et al, 2018). 

Mindfulness has become progressively more recognised within pedagogy, and by today has received mainstream acceptance as a way to not only enhance a students’ well-being, but also the health and well-being of teachers (Black, 2010). Mindfulness based interventions like yoga help improve the emotional, mental, physical and social health of young people. It has shown to be an effective tool at reducing anxiety, stress and bad behaviour (Weare, 2012). 

In the instance of the researcher’s observed critical instance, the implementation of a mindfulness based activity (yoga), as well as a physical activity (mile of the day) helped improve the general behaviour of the entire class, significantly reducing energy levels leading to better concentration span displayed by the pupils. The importance of physical activity on physical well-being has consistently been well documented throughout history. However, research surrounding the area of physical activity effects on behaviour within classrooms does not hold as much integrity. Some research suggests that the use of physical activity breaks within schools in fact further disrupts classrooms environments (Naylor et al, 2006). Harvey et al, (2018) argues though that research supporting the reduction in physical activity breaks do so by being too concerned with well evidenced academic achievement. Harvey et al, (2018) states that education administrators are becoming increasingly concerned with showing evidence of academic growth in pupils, resulting in a reduction in physical activity breaks to implement more time spent in the classrooms, to fulfil the need of providing this evidence based academic development. Research does exist though in supporting the need of physical activity breaks for improving behaviour issues. With behavioural engagement having a positive correlation with academic success, the use of different physical activities has been shown to have improvement effects on some of the behavioural engagement components that are necessary for learning (Barros et al, 2009). Studies support that these breaks can evidently better behaviours such as amplified time on tasks, and attention to task (Mahar et al, 2011). 

Using evidence from the observed critical incident, classroom behaviour improving suddenly aligns with the research of Watson et al, (2019), who also states within their observed research that behaviour had improved ‘immediately following an activity break’. Though, similar to a lot of literature within this study, Watson et al, (2019)’s study did take place outside of the United Kingdom (UK). There isn’t an abundance of evidence conducted within the UK surrounding the effects of activity breaks on classroom behaviour. Thus, resulting in a lot of information revolving around this study coming from The United States and Australia, to ensure there is a satisfying amount of information available to the researcher to contextually discuss and compare/contrast. 

Similarly, research surrounding yoga effects on behaviour have only come afloat in recent years. Western countries have only adopted for mindfulness based interventions within recent decades (Ivtzan et al, 2015), even though activates like yoga stem back hundreds of years within certain Asian civilization (Ivtzan et al, 2015). Thus, once again, resulting in a majority of yoga based research within this research study coming from western countries outside of the UK. When assessing the observed critical incident, the use of a mindful activity combined with a physical activity break showed clear signs of improving the class’ behaviour.



Mental Health

Mental health issues account for a large percentage of the disease burden within young people in all societies (Patel et al, 2007). Past studies indicate that up to one in five children, across the world experience some sort of mental health issues (Bor et al, 2014). These findings have resulted in calls for safe interventions within educational environments to become increasingly more desirable, to help avoid the direct and indirect damage mental health issues can have on the development of youth (Shane et al, 2014). With the Covid-19 pandemic taking place, research suggests that the number of young people who are currently concerned about their own mental health is at a staggering 39% in certain parts of the UK (McMellon et al, 2021). But unfortunately, over 75% of young people that are in need of mental health services will never end up receiving these service (Dekruyf et al, 2013).

When left untreated, mental health problems in youth can impede entire aspects of health, including social well-being and physical well-being (Kutcher et al, 2008). Disorders such as depression, and anxiety can affect academic performances through a loss in energy, decreased interest and general reduced individual motivation (Stickley et al, 2015). 

Foundationally, mindfulness is a methodology that aims to constantly promote positive interrelationships, basing said interrelationship off of values such as openness and compassion (Wamslet et al, 2018). Therefore, it comes as no surprise that mindful teaching in schools has become increasingly popularised to combat the mental health crisis in youths. There has been growing evidence in recent years supporting the fact that mindful based interventions can be a cost-effective way of not only meeting government objectives surrounding children’s mental health, but also the mental well-being of the teacher’s involved (Sapthiang et al, 2019). The use of mindful activities within schools such as yoga have been shown to help reduce symptoms linked to anxiety, as well as help improve attention spans (Van De Weijer et al, 2014). In correlation, Amundsen et al’s, (2020) study states that mindful based interventions within educational environments have shown to increase levels of mental well-being through producing ‘higher levels of life satisfaction’. Yoga, and mindful based activates in general, can be approached comprehensively when dealing with stress management, resulting in an effective tool at allowing children to reduce the chances of developing stress and anxiety (Nanthakumar, 2018).

There is an overwhelming amount of evidence to support that physical activity can be associated with reduced mortality, as well as extensive health benefits, including mental health. Associations have previously been made between mental health improvements and participations in physical activity, through an improvement in mood and creativity, often visible even after a single session. (Paluska et al, 2000). Though, with this evidence, the World Health Organisation (WHO) estimate that roughly 85% of children in the UK do not do enough exercise. Aligning with this statistic, previous research states that many schools provide insufficient opportunities for children to partake in physical activity, with many children often receiving as little as 15-20 minutes of exercise a day during school time (Carlson et al, 2013).

Like the observed ‘mile of the day’ session, similar short classroom physical activities have become increasingly popular as interventions in schools (Whitt-Glover et al, 2011). These physical activity breaks are often implemented in hope of helping improve physical health, and in aiding behaviour (Dinkel, 2017). There is a significant shortage of research focusing on the effects that these classroom breaks do have on children’s mental health. Because, predominantly, they are implemented to help improve physical activity levels and behaviour within children. But, as the result of performing these short brakes consistently, even if not the intended reasoning for the implementation, a child’s mental health should theoretically improve, based off the integrity of past research surround the area of consistent physical activity effects on mental health.

Different to behaviour, a clear indication of a child’s improved mental health, after just one mindful and physical activity session would be difficult to see. The researcher observed a clear improvement in the classroom’s behaviour, but not their mental health. Unsurprisingly though, improving and maintaining one’s mental health is a continuous process. Using evidence from past studies, that support mindful based interventions, and physical activities being actions that can help improve one’s mental health, consistent applications of the 2 within the classroom should help contribute to bettering the mental health of the observed children.

Reflection/Evaluation & Next Steps

After completing the teaching experience, and researching the topic at hand, I am very aware of the importance of effectively reflecting practice as a student teacher. So, using the observed critical incident and general teaching experience, putting steps in place based off reflection to help develop my professional skills as a student teacher is vital. Because, as Lougrhan (2002) states, critical reflection has, by today, relished a pivotal position within teacher environments and is a practice that is carried out on a daily basis by teachers.

The observed critical incident revolved around an improvised judgement by both the leading and assistant teachers within the classroom. Coming from a background outside of education, and having not obtained much teaching experience prior to this, seeing 2 teachers thinking on their feet and acting upon that judgement to help drive the lesson forward, made myself realise that becoming effective at improvising is a skill that I desire. Lesson plans and structures are of course constantly used by teachers. But, after observing, this made me realise that things like critical incidents and other unplanned occurrences are always at risk of happening, making improvised judgements, and thinking on one’s feet a skill that should regularly be used by myself in the future.

Different to the majority of skills, Hickey (2009) states that improvisation in education can not necessarily be ‘taught’ in the traditional sense. Instead, true improvisation is a disposition that needs to be enabled and nurtured through experience. As a student-teacher in the middle of completing a PGCE, I would like to use the next years’ worth of classroom experiences as an opportunity to develop and evolve my improvisation skills. Ideally, come July 2022, once I’ve completed my course, I would like to have seen a visible enhancement of my ability to be able to think on the spot when teaching. Using my surroundings and stimuli to make judgements that take a lesson outside of the lesson plan, to help drive lessons forward. The resources I would need to observe this development could be my own personal judgment, as well as my lead teachers’ opinion within the classroom. Because of the unquantifiable nature of improvisation, as well as past research supporting that it isn’t entirely possible to ‘teach’ it, implementing a success criteria to help track whether or not I am improving at it would be difficult. Instead, once again, I think my development at improvisation would come down to my own judgement as well as my teachers’. Hopefully, by July, I will be able to identify many occasions throughout the previous year, and point out whether or not within that time scale I can visualise a clear improvement of the skill. 

Reflecting on my daily practice throughout the year should give grounds to then point out whether or not there’s a clear indication of improvisational improvement by the end of the year, using my daily reflections to compare. When reflecting, the use of a reflective model will help me refine my practices. Gibb’s reflective model (1998) is one that I aim to use. The model combines experiences with evidence based educational research to help draw conclusions that help improve practice. The incorporation of a ‘feelings’ section catches my eye, by allowing my current thoughts to be noted, 2 different situations of similar nature can be compared, seeing how my feelings within that type of situation have changed over the year. To then maximise my personal development, it is important that my reflection processes are always done correctly and effectively. “Not every judgement is a critical judgement” (kubok, 2018). If my reflective practices are based off systematic reviews and reflective cycles that have evidence based integrity, like Gibbs (1998) model, then this approach should not only help inform my own personal and professional development, but also the development of the children that I am teaching. 

Conclusion

To conclude, the research task at hand revolved around a 2-day observation within a primary school, identifying critical incidents and using one to help coordinate the essay. This report aimed to explore and analyse a critical incident, pinpointing the nature of it and identifying how the teachers’ interpretation/handling of it affected the lesson.

Being a newly started student-teacher, conducting the research and immersing myself in a classroom environment helped contextualise the new Welsh educational curriculum and more specifically the professional standards for teaching and leadership. With little classroom experience, instead of seeing the standards as 5 qualities on paper, this entire experience has helped put some of them in a real-world eyesight for me. Researching the topic has helped improve my pedagogy. Now being more aware of past studies revolving around the 2 individual areas of behaviour and mental health. The importance of professional learning, and more specifically reflection is now abundantly clear to me, whereas, admittedly, the importance of constantly reflecting to help refine practice as a teacher was not clear to me before starting the task. My approach has certainly helped boost my pedagogy and professional learning. Though leadership, innovation and collaboration are standards that may not have had as much opportunity to better, being back within a classroom environment showed me that with more teaching experience (only 2 days obtained here), these 3 standards will have equal opportunity to improve also. Overall, the task at hand has been an extremely insightful one at once again familiarising myself with classroom environments. Most importantly, my approach to the entire experience has helped emphasise to me the importance of being a reflective practitioner in Wales as a primary school teacher.
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So,arter imifialy bEM0  Annoyed.She ACCEPES  Ehat She
WaS Puctiot (o blome foC nok Providing Corrett toolS
e Complete

Areas of possible exploration: what you think could be” under the hood” in these incidents?
What avenues of research could you consider?

ReSPonsSibility N teactking

Ace c¢nildrea oo Scared to oSk A hele

Sometimes I

Notes: any details you can note (is ita busy environment, is it after lunch, are there lots of
distractions, are directions made explicit - the more you can refer to the better here)
Child with  ADHD ! S pofmally ey  diSHUPLIYC,
bub Was Calm  today, maybe beCause there Was

o new ‘te@cher’ (me) [here?
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Record 3
Date and tme, year o @ (5 Nursery L18/9/2 |
Where and When: Context of the observation — subject/AOLE, general classroom context
s First |aSson of twe day
Very onthusindtc beacher

Very high  eaeryy  jevels, exfeeted For Youny
Chiigren.

What happened: a detailed description of the critical incident(the more detail the better to refer
to in your later work)

Childfen SPLt into & 9reups aroun) € (vom, Lvith
Ewe  teatnpr  toking [ 9fouP o dfau Ietters,

one Child  was  waresPonsive to  the  teaChfh
Not  uSing hiS  PCaci.

Teache, Promised he uld 9o bo the Frod Stet:
next if he worked winth he  did

Areas of possible exploration: what you think could be” under the hood” in these incidents?
What avenues of research could you consider?

Doel  offeriry rewsrdS  mekivate children?

Notes: any details you can note (is it a busy environment, is it after lunch, are there lots of
distractions, are directions made explicit - the more you can refer to the better here)

Teachec (nCredibly  @nthusiaSt c.
21 children , 1 TA.





