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Using a case study of a group of learners in their educational setting and a critical incident that was seen, this critical evaluation seeks to determine the next stages in teaching and learning. A critical incident can be defined as “the way we look at a situation… an interpretation of the significance of an event” (Tripp, 2011, p. 8). Tripp (2011) notes that identifying an event as a critical incident is a moral stance we generate, and basis of that assessment is the significance we place on the incident’s meaning. Additionally, a critical incident can be described as any noticeable encounter or behaviour that appears as a substantial or important individual event and allows for analysis (Harrison and Lee, 2011). Critically analysing an apparently ‘regular’ incident is crucial for educators because it helps them reflect on their teaching practice and assist in the enhancement and advancement of the quality they deliver to their students.

This critical evaluation will start by investigating the importance of critical reflection in improving classroom practices as well as the role played by educators. It will also look at various reflective models and how they may be incorporated into Wales’ Curriculum Reform. Furthermore, this critical evaluation will investigate the school and class context in which the critical incident occurred, and BERA (2018) recommendations will be followed. Following that, it will describe the critical incident in further detail and how it relates to Donaldson’s Four Purposes and the new Curriculum Framework for Wales. This section will enable the criticality of the incident. In addition, a literature review will be conducted, with the critical evaluation focusing on areas of possible research that will help provide context for the critical incident that occurred. Finally, there will be a reflection that will examine the application of reflective models to reflective practice, as well as demonstrate how these approaches will impact personal and professional development as an educator. 

The position of reflective practitioner has become increasingly essential in current Welsh education. In Wales, how we assess teacher effectiveness has shifted toward educators becoming research-informed practitioners. It is suggested that reflection is a vital part of the process of inquiry and growth, as well as a key to developing as a learner and an educator (Eastern Washington University, 2019). Reflection is often viewed as an active process since it allows people to reflect on and learn from their experiences, building new knowledge and applying that information to new situations (Eastern Washington University, 2019). Dewey (1933) noted that both student learning and teaching should require reflective thought, and both teachers and students’ responsibilities should be inquiry-based. Additionally, Dewey (1933) highlighted that teachers who aim to improve their students’ education should continuously reflect on what they teach and how they educate it, assessing the success of their instruction, learning from that reflection and utilising what they understand to influence future instructions. Furthermore, the idea that teaching is a reflective profession is popular in educational settings (Day, Webster and Killen, 2022). It includes initial teacher education (ITE) where “theories that underpin reflection are a critical component of initial teacher education (ITE) programmes” (Day, Webster and Killen, 2022, p. 437). A major component of initial teacher education (ITE) programmes is the development of student teachers’ ability to reflect on their evolving practise as well as other elements that impact learning in the classroom (Day, Webster and Killen, 2022). It exemplifies the transformation that has occurred in the Welsh education system, where reflection has moved to the forefront of practitioners’ attention. In addition, the revisions in initial teacher education (ITE) are strongly related to the Welsh Government’s new professional standards. “The new professional standards support practitioners to strive for sustained excellent practice from initial training through to school leadership” (Welsh Government, 2017). The Welsh Government (2017) note that the professional standards define the abilities, knowledge, and behaviours that distinguish great practise and promote professional development. “The five professional standards for teaching and leadership concentrate on the five essential elements of every teacher’s work” (Welsh Government, 2017, p. 02) which are Pedagogy, Leadership, Collaboration, Innovation and Professional Learning. The five standards encourage educators to be reflective in all of the areas. The Welsh Government (2017) highlight that the majority of teachers and leaders will reflect on their work using the five professional standards. As a result, this reinforces the fact that reflective practise is now in the forefront of practitioners’ mind. Schön (1992), who explains ‘how professionals think in action’, is another reflective paradigm that emphasises the necessity of reflection. According to Schön (1992), reflection should be a continual process that occurs in order for additional reflections to occur at the time of action. This is evidenced by his statement “each such reflection gave rise to new experiments and to new phenomena, troublesome or desirable, which led to further reflection and experiment” (Schön, 1992, p. 176). This approach offers the advantage of comparing reflections in action that occur during the event or experience with those that occur in retrospect after the event. Finally, Hébert (2015) seeks to define the term “reflection” and highlights the significant disparities in reflection methodologies that exist. It is stated that “reflective practice has been lauded as a crucial component of teacher education for decades and remains a central focus of pedagogical research” (Hérbert, 2015, p. 361). This emphasises the significance of being a reflective practitioner in Wales. Another important figure in the subject of reflective practise in education is John Dewey (1933). He conveys that “reflective thinking is a thought process that involves turning a subject over in the mind and giving it serious and consecutive consideration” (Dewey, 1933, p. 3). This summarises that reflection should be thoroughly addressed and handled seriously in practise. 

In order to observe the critical incident, the researcher was given the opportunity to become a non-participant observer in a rights-respecting, English medium Primary School for two days in an economically challenged area of South Wales. To guarantee compliance with BERA (2018) requirements, the researcher will keep the name of the primary school confidential. It is stated that “Researchers should recognise the entitlement of both institutions and individual participants to privacy and should accord them their rights to confidentiality and anonymity” (BERA, 2018, p. 21). My Local School (2021) states that there is a total of 336 pupils within the school. An Estyn report (2014) states that the school caters for children aged three to eleven years. In addition, the report shows that “the school has identified around 52% of pupils as having additional learning needs… very few pupils have a statement of special educational needs, with a minority educated in the special teaching facility” (Estyn, 2014, p. 1). On the first day of observation, the researcher was assigned to a mixed year 1 and 2 class. The class had a total of 31 students but only 25 were present on the day of observation. The researcher was informed by the class teacher that attainment levels varied widely across the class. The year 1 and 2 class had a teacher and a teaching assistant in addition to the students. As previously stated, the primary school is located in a low-income neighbourhood where “44.7%” (Welsh Government, 2021) of students are eligible for free school meals (FSM). This result is significantly higher than the Welsh average, which notes that “23.3% were known to be eligible for free school meals, up from 22.9% in April 2021” (Welsh Government, 2022). This demonstrates the extent of deprivation suffered by the particular primary school. 

During their time at the school, the researcher was able to capture observations as well as interact with teaching staff and students about their school experiences and attitudes about the tasks and activities they accomplished throughout the day. This enabled the researcher to identify and record a number of significant instances that merit additional consideration in order to inform my professional practice and learning. Prior to participating in this experience, the researcher intended to be able to take notes on how the class teacher controls the classroom atmosphere, behaviour, leadership, and how different pedagogies are implemented and used in the classroom. Several critical incidents occurred during the day, but one, in particular, stood out to me the most. The most notable aspect the researcher witnessed took place right at the end of the lesson, just before the final play time. The classroom was busy, loud in volume and almost all the children in the environment were doing something different. The students had earlier participated in a literacy, language and communication session in which they reviewed what they had done over the weekend, and after finishing their work, they were able to have some free time on ‘action stations.’ A colouring space, a role-play area, a Lego station, a quiet reading corner, and a technology area are some examples of action stations in the classroom. The children were extremely excited, and the classroom immediately became a lively environment. The researcher utilised this free time to ask different students why they picked that particular activity station and to ask them meaningful questions about their classroom. After about 25 minutes, the researcher saw that the classroom teacher moved back to her desk and their computer after working with a group of students on an action station and began typing ‘the tidy up song’ into the YouTube search engine. The researcher was unsure what this meant for the classroom and proceeded to investigate the surroundings. When the music started, every single student in the classroom stopped what they were doing and instantly proceeded to clean up the area in which they were working, as well as provide assistance to others in other action stations across the classroom. The mood completely altered. The classroom environment transformed from a chaotic environment in which all students were doing completely different things to one in which all participants were focused on the same task of tidying up and completed this with no instructions from the classroom teacher, only the sound of the music that the teacher had decided to play. This is where the researcher discovered a critical incident in the classroom. This enabled the researcher to evaluate several study areas that may be pursued as a result of this incident, such as operant conditioning, classical conditioning, classroom management and positive and negative reinforcement. According to the Donaldson (2015) Curriculum review, the curriculum should have four purposes, which implies that all students will be ambitious, capable learners, enterprising, creative contributors, ethical, informed citizens and healthy, confident individuals. The review states that “the four purposes should be the starting point and aspiration for schools’ curriculum design” (Donaldson, 2015). The critical incident seen by the researcher can be linked to these four purposes. One example of how this critical incident relates to the ambitious, capable learner purpose, which asserts that learners can communicate effectively in different forms and settings, using both Welsh and English. This relates to the critical incident observed because, despite the teacher not verbally instructing the children that it was time to tidy up, the children were able to communicate by hearing music that the teacher uses to condition the children that the music indicates that is time to stop what you’re doing and tidy around you without the teacher physically saying anything. Another connection between critical incident and a purpose may be found in the ethical, informed citizen’s purpose which claims that learners can understand and consider the impact of their actions when making choices and acting. This is relevant because the learners have been conditioned to think differently about their behaviours when they hear the music and now have to make a decision about what they are doing when they hear that sound. The teachers’ operant conditioning allows the students to make educated decisions regarding their next actions. 

The key incident highlights the need of focusing on theory related to behaviour control in the classroom, specifically Glasser’s (1965) ‘reality therapy,’ Skinner’s (1971) theory of ‘operant conditioning’ in the classroom and Pavlov’s (1897) ‘classical conditioning.’ To begin, considering Glasser’s views, which began as ‘control theory’ and progressed to ‘choice theory,’ which eventually led to ‘reality therapy,’ which is connected with children being directly involved in classroom management strategies. Glasser’s (1998) choice theory highlights five essential requirements that each individual strives to fulfil. Although this theory is outdated, it is nonetheless mentioned in current education by thinkers such as Irvine (2015). “These needs are survival, freedom, power, belonging, and fun” (Irvine, 2015, p. 3). It is noted that in terms of survival, teachers may help by giving food, shelter, safety from violence, avoiding pressure by asking a child who you know will always answer yes, and establishing a safe atmosphere for students in their care. It is noted by Irvine (2015) that survival can be broadened to encompass safety and security, as well as psychological survival and sustenance. Furthermore, in terms of freedom, educators may help by providing their students with alternatives for what and how they study, which can be accomplished by providing a variety of activities to guarantee the students have options within their learning. Irvine (2015) observes that the decision must be real rather than deceptive, and it must not be coerced or limited, notwithstanding the importance of the number of possibilities. In regard to power, schoolteachers can satisfy this requirement by delegating tasks to their students, such as assigning specific jobs inside the classroom that they can be trusted to accomplish autonomously. According to Irvine (2015), power may be characterised as competence, both true and observed, influencing self-efficacy, self-esteem, and group views. Furthermore, in terms of belonging, educators may address this demand by paying attention to their students, assigning meaningful activities, and ensuring that the learning environment is inclusive and collaborative at all times. Finally, teachers strive to address the needs of children for fun by developing engaging activities that allow them to utilise their imaginations, and they always celebrate and share their accomplishment both within and outside the classroom. The importance of pupils having choices within their learning setting is emphasised by Glasser’s (1965) five needs. Patall et al. (2008), on the other hand, argue that having a high number of alternatives forces the chooser to spend an unreasonable amount of time contemplating the possibilities, diverting the attention to the decision process and away from the quality of the options. Regardless, Glasser’s (1998) choice theory communicates that a fundamental component of choice theory is that each individual acts consciously to meet these wants. As a result, every action is deliberate, and every action is driven by one or more of the five requirements. Finally, according to Louis (2009), Glasser’s (1998) choice theory looks to be effective in better understanding how Vygotsky’s sociocultural cognitive development occurs. This demonstrates that Glasser’s choice theory may be applied to various areas of research, implying that it is a useful theory in educational contexts. Secondly, it is worth noting that Skinner’s (1937) theory of ‘operant conditioning’ employs either reinforcement or punishment to increase or reduce behaviour. This process results in the formation of a connection between the action and the repercussions of that behaviour. According to McLeod (2018), Skinner’s approach was based on the belief that classical conditioning was far too basic to provide a thorough explanation of complicated human behaviour, and that the most effective method for explaining actions is to focus on the origins of a behaviour and its effects. Furthermore, Leeder (2022) emphasises the importance of operant conditioning when evaluating teaching actions. Similarly, Leeder (2022) asserts that an observable response such as a behaviour would alter as a result of a consequence, such as the application of punishment or reward. Moreover, while Skinner’s theory of ‘operant conditioning’ is considered dated, theorists such as Leeder (2022) use it in a sport coaching setting. According to Leeder (2022), positive reinforcement may consist of a coach applauding or recognising an athlete for doing a certain skill, whereas negative reinforcement may consist of a coach eliminating something undesirable, such as more training, when players perform well. This demonstrates how an obsolete idea may be utilised and useful in modern settings. Although Leeder (2022) applies it in a sporting environment, Skinner’s theories may still be applied in educational situations today. Leeder (2022) pointed out that Skinner (1968) also identified three requirements for learning to take place. According to Groom et al. (2016), they are an occasion, the intended behaviour, and the repercussions of that action. Smith (2015) emphasises that for this theory to be effective, instructors must fully express to their participants the behaviours they seek, while ensuring reinforcement is conditional on the accomplishment of the desired behaviour. This can be employed in educational settings where teachers must guarantee that pupils understand their expectations and the consequences that result from those expectations. However, Kazepides (1976) expresses doubt regarding operant conditioning, stating that while it may be suitable for forming some habits that require persistence, it is ineffective for the formation of propositional thinking. Finally, considering Pavlov’s (1897) ‘classical conditioning’, which claims that it is a process in which a link is formed between a naturally occurring stimulus and a previously neutral one. Pavlov’s (1897) hypothesis continues by stating that it requires the application of a neutral signal prior to a response and concentrates on spontaneous reflex or instinctive behaviour. This idea is closely related to my critical incident, in which playing a specific song signal to the children in the classroom that it is time to clean up. Bitterman (2006) claims that, despite the fact that this theory is exceedingly antiquated, knowledge on classical conditioning has continued, but there has been little conceptual advancement. This implies that classical conditioning is still useful in educational contexts; yet theorists have not sought to go deeper into the concept. Furthermore, Bitterman (2006) transmits that the fundamental concept is that conditioning happens only when the likelihood of the unconditioned stimulus in the existence of the conditioned stimulus differs from that in the lack of conditioned stimulus. Finally, Bitterman (2006) claims that, while there has been little conceptual development, three-quarters of a century of theory has yielded nothing. Furthermore, Clark (2004) emphasises that the unconditioned stimulus, which in the test circumstance elicits a regular and quantitative unconditioned response, is one of the fundamental elements of the conditioning experiment. Clark (2004) adds that another crucial feature is a conditioned stimulus that does not initially elicit the unconditioned response, as well as the regulated and defined delivery of the conditioned and unconditioned stimuli. Finally, Clark (2004) adds that a reflex action is any new or changed response to the conditioned stimulus whose existence is dependent on repetitive dual stimulation. These characteristics are similar to those noticed after the critical incident. In addition, Eelen (2018) transmits that a coincidental occurrence has frequently been deemed a sufficient prerequisite for learning a relation, and when reservations about this concept were stated, they addressed the content of either one of the two occurrences rather than the character of the connection itself. The ideas investigated were able to position the critical incident witnessed into the context of why it occurred in the classroom.

The critical incident that was seen prompted me to consider reflection and how I may analyse in order to choose my future steps in terms of career and personal growth. Zwozdiak-Myers (2012) observes that instructors should see themselves as investigators, philosophers, and learners. This is something I’d like to remember throughout my practise to remind myself that every day is a learning day and there’s always room for fresh learning. This frame of mind will enable for automatic reflections on my practise and improvement. An example of where this can be demonstrated is by having “a debriefing session with a mentor or professional tutor following an observation of your lesson might through discussion provide the springboard from which you consider alternative perspectives and possibilities for future lessons” (Zwozdiak-Myers, 2012, p. 4) and additionally, “you might decide to attend a specific training session offered by your local authority or subject association to continue to improve your own teaching” (Zwozdiak-Myers, 2012, p. 4). Looking at the many theories related to the observed critical incident, Glasser’s (1998) choice theory has allowed me to investigate the significance of the five key needs that each human aspires to meet. This thought helped me realise that the teaching profession extends much beyond its title and that instructors have a far larger role in their children’s lives than simply educating them. Teachers should be able to protect, care for, and congratulate them at all times. This is a vital element that I will implement in my work. Brookfield’s (1998) reflection model presents four perspectives through which instructors might participate in critical reflection. This ‘autobiographical’, ‘the student’s eyes’, ‘the experiences of colleagues’ and the ‘theoretical literature.’ This will enable me to act on reflection in my practise by questioning students during the class and using various ways to determine whether or not they have grasped the material. Schön’s (1978) model has stood out as the most powerful reflecting model because it compares reflection in action, which occurs during the event, to reflection in retrospect, which occurs after the event. This might be accomplished by incorporating educational pit stops to keep students interested with the activity. This paradigm enables the practitioner to act promptly by thinking about the situation as it occurs. It also helps me to consider what I would do differently if I were to repeat the activity. To process thoughts and behaviours, new knowledge and theoretical views received from research that informs the reflector’s experience are utilised.

To conclude, being a reflective teaching practitioner implies adapting among each new curriculum in order to provide the greatest quality of learning to your students. The world is always evolving, and this includes all educational environments. Practitioners must keep up with constant changes to their duties and be adaptive at all times. In addition, practitioners must maintain a continual state of reflection in order to improve their profession and personal growth. In Wales, the role of reflective practitioner has come to the forefront and being adaptive to change is an essential component of a teacher’s position. The four purposes of the curriculum which are to be healthy, confident individuals, ambitious, capable learners, enterprising, creative contributors, and ethical, informed citizens (Donaldson, 2015) encourages teachers to go beyond their responsibility of just instructing and to put extra attention to caring for the children in their setting. The professional standards of teaching in the pedagogy standard states that practitioners should ‘reflect on learning.’ According to the Welsh Government (2017), this may be accomplished by the instructor demonstrating understanding of the need of supporting learners’ reflection and evaluation around their learning behaviours and perspectives. Finally, to conclude, this critical evaluation was able to determine the following steps in teaching and learning effectively.
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