
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. 
Critical incidents are seen as a tool for critical reflection and analysis of teaching practice (Mohammed, 2016, pg. 25).  Critical incident analysis is a pedagogical theory developed by Tripp in 1993 (Mohammed, 2016, pg. 25) that allows for reflection on teaching practices so that individuals can develop their professional judgements and practices (Mohammed, 2016, pg. 25).  The school setting is a very busy one, it is an environment where many things are happening all at once and so it can be difficult to see issues that have arisen or to be able to tell whether a certain format of learning is working. By focusing on a critical incident that occurs in a classroom, it allows for deeper understanding and reflection on teaching practice (Mohammed, 2016, pg. 25). Furthermore, when teaching, being able to think critically is usually something that occurs in hindsight but through this process and way of thinking allows for perception, observation, experience, reflection and analysis of an incident (Papathanasiou et al., 2014, pg. 283). It is this critical thinking used during the observation of a critical incident that leads to the development of next teaching and learning steps. Therefore, this essay will outline a critical incident that occurred within a classroom and will provide research surrounding the theme that arises from the incident before concluding with next steps and personal reflection. 
Tripp (1993 in Mohammed, 2016, pg. 25) defines a critical incident as “an interpretation of the significance of an event. To take something as a critical incident is a value judgment we make, and the basis of that judgment is a significance we attach to the meaning of the incident” (Tripp, 1993 in Mohammed, 2016, pg. 25).  Critical reflection is a concept that is gaining masses of support in regards to teaching as having teachers and prospective teachers develop and foster critical reflection is seen as necessary (Liu, 2015, pg. 137). This is because having this ability to be critical is seen as a way toward achieving transformative learning (Liu, 2015, pg. 137) which in turn allows a teacher’s pedagogy, one of the professional standards (Education Wales, 2018), to be constantly refined. Critical reflection is very important in developing teaching practice as it allows an individual to look at their own personal traits and how this may be an obstacle to bettering their teaching (Saric and Steh, 2017, pg. 67). Whereas being able to question ourselves during our development of our teaching practice allows us to continuously “contribute new insights, knowledge reframing, and the introduction of such changes in teaching that will support students’ learning” (Saric and Steh, 2017, pg. 67). 

The Welsh Curriculum has undergone a major reform, with a large focus on its four purposes (Education Wales, 2022); 
 1. Ambitious, capable learners, ready to learn throughout their lives,
 2. Enterprising, creative contributors, ready to play a full part in life and work,
 3. Ethical, informed citizens of Wales and the world and
 4. Healthy, confident individuals, ready  to lead fulfilling lives as valued members of society Not only has the intended outcome of the curriculum changed, but so has the role of teachers. 
Teachers are no longer solely expected to teach the subject matter but are now seen as activator, evaluator and reflector of students’ learning processes (Vermunt, 2014 in Saric and Steh, 2017, pg. 69) and to be able to achieve this level of professional learning and leadership, critical reflection is more than necessary for teachers to learn and master. If educators were not being reflective when developing teaching practice, it would be impossible to better a lesson, as no analysis is being done, no questioning how can this lesson be made better is occurring and so the children would not be provided with everything needed to become ambitious, ethical, enterprising and healthy but if a teacher can critically reflect, they can constantly be innovative and develop upon their teaching practice to best support the children’s needs. However, being critically reflective is not an easy task when teaching a class, which then causes questions to arise of whether a teacher’s every day pedagogical practice is enabling them to be critical or whether they need a reform in their daily schedule to support the development of their critical reflection (Saric and Steh, 2017, pg. 70). 
My own observation of a critical incident took place on the 26th of September. My explanation of the school and the incident will all follow BERA guidelines, meaning all students, staff and the school will remain anonymous (BERA, 2018). I was placed in a primary school in Pembrokeshire and observed a reception class. The children were all aged between four to five years-old, with just under 30 children in the class. The incident I observed took place during free time called ‘Amser Quest’, which takes place round 10:20 am so it was before their lunch. It is a time when children can choose an area of play; outside, inside with colouring, playdough, sand pit trays, construction or I-pad time. “Amser Quest” takes place as a part of a rotation, so the children are able to have individual play time before they switch and go on with the lessons. As the children had been sat quietly for a period of time, they were excited to have “Amser Quest” time, therefore the classroom was very stimulating. There were children moving around many stations as they chose where to go. Also, since it was free play the children were chatting with themselves and another reception class next door, who also had a group in “Amser Quest”, which means that the environment was rather noisy. The children tend to get pent up or irritable after having been still for a while and it meant that some of them were more easily upset than others. It can be the case, at least in my experience of observation, that the excitement can cause arguments to occur as a few children may want to play same thing or someone has snatched something off another, in turn causing arguments and upset. 
However, these children also lived their very early years through covid and only with their family and so for some, this is their first experience of integration with others (Klosky et al., 2022, pg. 956), which could  also cause arguments when it comes to games as some children have not been required to share with others when at home. I took into account all of the above reasons when noting down my critical incident. 
It was during “Amser Quest” that I found my critical incident. Two children were arguing over a game, which resulted in them both becoming upset and crying. The teacher noticed this and took both of the children to an area to sit down and asked them both what had happened. The children took it in turns to explain their side of the story and say how it made them feel. By doing this, the teacher had allowed them to see it from both sides which resulted in the children understanding how they had made the other feel and apologising. This way of dealing with conflicts was a recurring theme in the classroom I was placed in and this process is  known as Restorative Practice. Restorative practice gained popularity with schools from its growing international practice in restorative justice with offenders and its aim is to restore good relationships when there has been conflict or harm and in turn develop a school ethos that reduces such conflict arising (McCluskey and Lloyd, 2008, pg. 405). Professor Graham Donaldson developed the four purposes that were to be met through the new curriculum and he wants children to have an understanding of ‘democracy, human rights, interdependence and social justice” (Donaldson, 2015, pg. 28) which can be developed upon through the use of restorative practice in the school setting. In terms of Donaldson’s review and development of the four purposes, this critical incident demonstrates children who are ethical and informed citizens (Donaldson, 2015, pg. 29). Donaldson states that these types of individuals who are ethically informed are able to “understand and consider the impact of their actions when making choices and acting” and “respect the needs and rights of others” (Donaldson, 2015, pg. 29). The critical incident that I observed shows that thought restorative practice children are able to hear the experience from someone else involved and understand how their actions have affected them, teaching them why they should not repeat that behaviour.  This practice and understanding shows that informed individuals are developing. Furthermore, the new curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2022) aims to support the growth of “healthy, confident individuals” (Donaldson, 2015, pg. 29) who demonstrate secure values, are building upon their mental and emotional well-being, are empathetic and are able to face and overcome challenge (Donaldson, 2015, pg. 29). These individuals will also be able to form positive relationships, based upon trust and respect and have the skills and knowledge to manage everyday life to the best of their abilities (Donaldson, 2015, pg. 29). The above critical incident reveals how through restorative practice, children are able to learn empathy towards others by understanding their feelings. They are being taught techniques to manage arguments and conflict and also their own mental-wellbeing as they are learning how to overcome the conflict together, which will be highly valuable all throughout life as they develop upon this purpose. 
Restorative practice being used to address and solve the issue observed in my critical incident communicates how children are able to master the four purposes through school as long as they are “understood by and have the confidence of parents, carers and teachers” (Donaldson, 2015, pg. 36) to teach them the ways through their trials and tribulations. 
The critical incident outlined in this essay brought forward the area of restorative practice. Restorative practice has been defined as a method that allows theory, research and practice to be tied together in diverse fields, while aiming to build healthy relationships and to repair those if harm arises (Silverman and Mee, 2013, pg. 2). Lev Vygotsky viewed the site of learning to be “within a matrix of relational action” (Macready, 2009, pg. 211), which holds the view that learning social responsibility will involve a focus on the learning environments available in schools (Macready, 2009, pg. 211). Therefore, it has been argued that through the adaptation of restorative justice techniques to a school context is providing a range of relevant learning opportunities which relate to areas of wrongdoing and to actions that reflect the values of a socially responsible school culture (Macready, 2011, pg.211). A restorative practice environment allows for interaction between individuals in which they can develop greater empathy along with developing new “connections and greater complexity in their thinking” (Macready, 2009, pg. 214, encouraging individuals to view issues or conflicts from other perspectives. 
There is a wide range of support for the benefits of including restorative practices in the classroom environment as a way for developing relationships (Silverman and Mee, 2018, pg. 2). Studies have shown that through the use of restorative practices in the classroom when a conflict arises, it has resulted in a stronger sense of empathy (Silverman and Mee, 2018, pg. 2). The critical incident identifies above was an example of  restorative practice in motion, but does is it actually beneficial? Literature shows that many teachers have stated that from their training in restorative practice and the use of them in their classroom the children have been easier to manage and are more focused on the tasks at hand (Silverman and Mee, 2018, pg. 2). 
However, despite the wide-ranging support, the implementation of restorative practices is not in any way a fully functioning, perfect solution to all conflict, harm or wrong-doing in schools (Blood and Thorsborne, 2005, pg.2). Restorative practices, without a doubt, have been and continue to be highly effective in  managing behaviour, however, they are solely reactive practices, they are used in reaction to an event (Blood and Thorsborne, 2005, pg.2), they are not stopping the wrongdoings from occurring in the first place. However, it can be argued that in a school environment with many different personalities the concept of no conflict at all is not feasible.  Literatures shows that despite restorative practices being reactive, it is the process of this reaction that is challenging the very traditional idea of; if you do wrong you must be punished (Blood and Thorsborne, 2005, pg. 3). When a conflict, harm or wrong doing arises in a classroom  between children, the teacher can take them to the side and use restorative practices to help them through their issues. 
It is during that process where individuals are developing the knowledge of how certain behaviours and actions may make others feel enabling them to develop an understanding of how their actions have influence on others, in turn making them more self-aware which causes a shift in behaviour so they do not repeat this wrongdoing (Blood and Thorsborne, 2005, pg. 3). Therefore, the fact that restorative practices are reactive is not necessarily a negative as it is these individuals who will go on to use this new learnt behaviour throughout their lives (Blood and Thorsborne, 2005, pg. 4) and they will teach others, who teach others, until, hopefully, there is less and less conflicts in a school environment. 
Furthermore, in support of restorative practice it is said to provide teachers with a system to manage class behaviour which has recently seen an increase in disruption (Klosky et al., 2022, pg. 956). In recent years, the world has faced unprecedented circumstances with the Covid-19 Pandemic, this was a time where school was online and children had minimised socialisation, which have all been linked to the decline in student behaviour and learning (Klosky et al., 2022, pg. 956).  Even though, in present day schools have  reopened and children cand  now socialise, things were not and are still not the same. Reports show that on returning to school there were higher levels of anxiety and stress (Kamath et al., 2022, pg. 1). The increase in the prevalence of these emotions meant that children were more easily upset by others due to having such heightened feelings as their return to school was overwhelming (Klosky et al., 2022, pg. 956). As this was the case, it meant that there was more opportunity for issues to arise between the children, leading to an increasing need for restorative practices in the classroom. Research demonstrates that through the use of restorative practices in this time it allowed for the integration of further social emotional learning among the individuals (Hulvershorn and Mulholland, 2013, pg. 111).  Furthermore, this development of children’s social emotional learning enabled them to “recognise and manage their emotions, appreciate the perspectives of others, establish positive goals and make responsible choices” (Hulvershorn and Mulholland, 2013, pg. 111) which would have helped the children manage these more present emotions from the effects of lockdown. The literature outlined above does show how restorative practice has provided teachers and children with tools to understand emotions and care for others. 
Nevertheless, there is literature that questions restorative practice and its effectiveness. In some cases, it has been argued that restorative practices do not allow or encourage  accountability as the process does not see the problem as “school breaking” but rather as violation against people  and relationships present in the school (Cameron and Thornsborne, 2001, pg. 183 in McGluskey et al., 2008, pg. 407) and therefore requires an apology to the individual not to the school. This means that  there is no school punishment which some see as there being no accountability for actions. Furthermore, literature argues that issues arise from the use of restorative practice if it is not implemented as a whole school approach (McGluskey et al., 2008, pg. 408) as children may have to do it their classroom but when in the playground punishment may be given for misbehaviour which has led to very little change in improving behaviour (McGluskey et al., 2008, pg. 407). Furthermore, if the whole school is not implementing the same practices the children will be seeing different practices to solving issues which can influence how they act as much is learnt through imitation (Blood and Thorsborne, 2005, pg. 4). Moreover, restorative practice has been stated to be time consuming  as it requires some training for the teachers prior to implementation as a conversation needs to take place between the individuals involved and the teacher has to help guide them through the practice, if necessary, and some argue that it is taking away from teaching time which will in turn effect the children and their knowledge development (Augustine,e t al., 2013, pg. 15).  However, the time it takes to properly understand restorative practices to efficiently implement them in the classroom is seen as worthwhile. Literature conducted by McCulskey et al (2008) demonstrates the positive effect of the use of restorative practice in schools. McCulskey et al (2008) asked school children what their opinion of restorative practice were, and they were quoted saying that it had led to teachers ‘not shouting’,  ‘listening to both sides’ and making ‘everyone feel equal’ (McCulskey et al., 2008, pg. 420). Along with these reports from the pupils, the use of restorative practice has led to “sustained engagement”  (McCulskey et al., 2008, pg. 415) within the school community, demonstrating its importance. 
The literature outlined above provides a wide range of opinions surrounding the area of restorative practice. It is clear that the general consensus between literature is that it is a very influential practice to have in schools, despite the few points contradicting the approach. The literature shows that it is a practice that, when implemented as a whole school approach, has a positive impact on ethos building, mediation and relationship (McCulskey et al., 2009, pg. 416). 
Critical reflection is a process that allows an individual to “identify the assumptions governing their actions, locate the historical and cultural origins of the assumptions and develop new ways of acting’ (Shandomo, 2010, pg. 101). It encourages a person to reflect on their experience and create new knowledge (Shandomo, 2010, pg. 101). In my experience of being critical, I was able to immerse myself in the classroom environment and understand how things had changed from when I was in primary school. I developed new knowledge on what schools now focus upon, such as mental health and wellbeing which links to their use of restorative practice. To be able to reflect can be a difficult challenge for an individual as we have biases that develop from the influence of our community and socialisation, however Dewey outlines three attributes that are necessary for an individual to be reflective. These are; open-mindedness, responsibility and wholeheartedness (Dewey, 1933, in Farrell, 2012, pg. 9) while also stating that it is necessary to think critically or we risk becoming slaves to the system set in place (Dewey, 1933, in Farrell, 2012, pg. 9). Therefore, I went in to this experience trying to embody all three aspects to be able to be critically reflective of the classroom and the incident.
 To be able to structure my reflection I used the learning cycle, provided by Kolb (2007, pg. 9), who was heavily influenced by Dewey and their views on reflective practice (Svinicki and Dixon, 2010, pg. 141). Kolb’s Learning Model includes four phases; Concrete Experience, Reflective Observation, Abstract Conceptualisation and Active Experimentation (2007, pg. 9). My concrete experience took place in the primary school and has been described earlier on in this essay where I experienced a demonstration of successful restorative practice. To be able to appropriately reflect on the observation, I took down notes about what had occurred, I logged the time of day, the environment of the classroom, and the area of learning the children were in, as all of these aspects can influence an individual’s behaviour. The reflections of my experience are available to view in my appendix. In terms of the last two phases, I am still in the process. I have learnt that restorative practice is a process I wish to incorporate into my personal and professional life moving forward as I value the teachings it provides the children with and the literature shows they too appreciate it (McCulskey et al., 2009, pg. 416). Furthermore, my Active Experimentation phase is happening every day as I am currently in my first Professional Teaching Experience. In the classroom when there is an issue, I will try to diffuse the situation through the use of restorative practice as this is also used by my current school. I will continue to try using restorative practice and I plan to use it in my daily life and work life. Personally, the concrete experience has been invaluable to me as I develop my professional learning as I know that I want restorative practice to be a part of my pedagogy going in to the work force as it shows collaboration and leadership (Education Wales, 2018) and would represent the importance of these values to my pupils.
 In terms of next steps, I would suggest all schools to include reflective practice due to the positives it is shown to have through the above literature. However, I do agree that it could possibly have a better effect if it was implemented as a whole-school approach but depending on the size of the school, this can be difficult. I hope to see restorative practice to continue  gaining wide-spread support. I myself will continue to develop my knowledge and understanding of restorative practice in how I act in my personal time and during my time in a professional setting as I want to set an example so that the individual’s I teach would know that it is something I constantly practice at home and in my community as well as in the classroom and the wider school. 
In conclusion, I am of the opinion that restorative practice is a highly promising  way of dealing with wrong doings in schools, especially in current society where there is a strong emphasis on understanding our own feelings and those of others along with protecting mental wellbeing. Therefore, I feel it is incredibly important to have a practice in school that teaches children how to be aware of mental wellbeing and the responsibility they have to be kind to others which is a another very prominent aspect of our community. Furthermore, there has been a growing emphasis on the role of the reflective practitioner in Wales. 

A reflective practitioner provides teaching and does work that is informed by a knowledge that is open to scrutiny and challenge and this is because it has been claimed that to stick to habit and to mindlessly follow the procedures of a place is dangerous to our personal and professional development (Thompson and Thompson, 2018, pg., 11). Moreover, there is evidence from case studies carried out in many differing schools that show how reflective practice can be an “effective, rewarding and ethical practice that makes a positive contribution to professional development” (Thompson and Thompson, 2018, pg. 11). Restorative practice links to the role of the reflective practitioner as it is a process which is constantly enabling children to develop upon their social emotional understanding (Hulvershorn and Mulholland, 2013, pg. 111) and it challenges the culture of “traditional punishment” (Blood and Thorsborne, 2005, pg. 4) as being the most efficient way to solve conflicts in schools, and challenging thoughts is a main factor of the reflective practitioner (Thompson and Thompson, 2018, pg. 11). The implementation and use of restorative practice in the classroom will allow a space for both teachers and children to work upon themselves to constantly become more informed individuals.  The new Welsh curriculum has introduced new professional standards which are; Pedagogy, Innovation, Collaboration, Leadership and Professional learning (Education Wales, 2018).  Restorative practice creates a school environment where developments of self are constantly being made, therefore through the use of this method a teacher would be able to create a calmer environment between the students where effective pedagogy can take place. Also, it is a method of practice that calls for collaboration and leadership, the teacher may need to lead the children through the process where the children need to collaborate between each other and with their teacher, and by learning collaboration in this way children can apply it to their work when in class, so it has allowed “effective pedagogy to spread and grow” (Education Wales, 2018). Therefore, it is due to the knowledge provided to me through the literature review, the success I observed from restorative practice and its links to the required aspects of the new curriculum, that I firmly stand behind the critical effectiveness of restorative practice. 
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