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A critical evaluation and the identification of the 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
Historically, a critical incident is recognised as a significant event that can majorly impact the life of a person or group of people (Tripp, 2011). However, a critical incident is a common happening in educational settings. Tripp (1993) refers to critical incidents as not only those that radiate severity, but ones that are accounts of what seems to be a straightforward event. Differing from its historical context, a critical incident is one that has underlying trends and theoretical underpinning which is a common happening throughout the classroom (Mohammed, 2016; Tripp, 2011). At first glance, incidents may not appear as critical, but further analysis warrant it’s criticality and reveals its impact on a learner (Hughes et al., 2007). This can impact the learner momentarily or have an everlasting effect throughout their school journey and their attitude towards learning (Tripp, 2011). This essay identifies a critical incident within a classroom and examines its effect on a student. The critical incident involves a student answering a question and earning a sticker and verbal praise from the teacher. In order critically evaluate this event, the researcher identifies and analyses possible theories surrounding the critical incident, namely Skinner’s theory on operant conditioning as well as an insight into students mental health. Additionally, the researcher explores the implications of this event on their development at present and in the future. 

The Role of Critical Reflection 
The ability to critically reflect is highly important across a vast range of professions, in particular education (Boud et al. 1995; Brookfield 1987; Johns 2004). According to Barnett (1994) critical reflection is a method to improve professional practice and performance. Wilson (2002) agrees with this statement and adds critical reflection to be method of evaluating one’s thoughts, identity and beliefs in order to truly understand one’s self. A social theory perspective of critical reflection encompasses one’s positionality regarding social and cultural stances (Foucault 1982; Lewis, 2000). Therefore, critical reflection is used to improve one’s performance by examining one’s actions as well as one’s thoughts. By doing this, a holistic reflection is achieved as areas which are sometimes forgotten or unnoticed are analysed thus encompassing the entire event and individual. Some example of critical reflective techniques include portfolios and diaries; these can support individuals to assess their learning and teaching practices (Smith, 2011). 
Kolb’s (1984) reflection model of learning considers reflection as a step-wise process within a cycle of learning and incorporates planning, action and evaluation as part of it. A significant feature of this model is that reflection is interjoined as part of the learning rather than the two independent of each other (Smith, 2011). As a teacher it is important to reflect on one’s teaching practice and pedagogical approaches. This is to ensure students are provided with optimum learning opportunities and inclusive environments. Teachers are required to develop students academically, emotionally, socially and psychologically therefore many factors must be taken into consideration. Teachers are not only employed to teach children academics but to mould them into well-rounded individuals of the future (Donaldon, 2015). 
Owing to the educational reform, the Curriculum for Wales, teachers are provided with a different collection of areas of which to base their lessons (Welsh Government, 2021). For example, there are six areas of learning and experience and four purposes. The reform is a new form of guidance for teachers and reflective practice will establish its success. This reform emphasises the developing role of the teaching profession. Fredriksson (2004) defines a good teacher as one who exhibits and is competent in five dimensions; knowledge and understanding, pedagogic skill, reflection, empathy and managerial competence. This reiterates a teacher’s responsibilities as a professional and as a person. 
Observation school and class context 
In line with the British Educational Research Association (BERA) ethical guidelines, the names of the school, pupils and staff will remain anonymous (BERA, 2018). Instead, the school will be referred to as School X, and pupils or staff will be referred to as a ‘student’ or ‘teacher’. School X is a Welsh-medium primary school located in an urban area. The total number of students in the school is roughly 560, with ages ranging from three to eleven. The school is divided into nineteen classes, including one mixed age class and two nursery classes. Seven percent of the students are eligible for free school meals which is considerably lower than the national percentage of eighteen (Welsh Government, 2019). Ten percent of student come from Welsh-speaking homes and very few are from ethnic minority backgrounds. The percentage of students with additional learning needs is twenty two which almost matches the national percentage of twenty one. In its most recent Estyn inspection (2018), School X was rewarded ‘good’ in five inspection areas. 

Overall, there were four observed critical incidents; three of which are recorded as seen in Appendix A, B and C. During the observation period, there were no pre-determined topics to be alert to which allowed for an open range of analysis techniques (Choy, 2014). The observations were recorded in a notebook and later transferred into the booklet provide by the university. Recording the incidents on a record sheet allowed the researcher to note incidents at speed and easily (Jayers, 2013). As specified above, the notes were transferred into a booklet in order to include as much detail as possible and to ensure clarity. Even though taking notes is a suggested observation method, some incidents may be left unseen owing to one’s focus on notetaking (Observing Children, 2008). However, during this observation the researcher included as much detail as possible and compared notes with other observers to ensure intricacy. Appendix A contains the chosen critical incident for this essay.
	
The New Curriculum
Professor Graham Donaldson has been constructing and refining the new curriculum since 2014, which was later published in January 2020 (Welsh Government, 2021). The new curriculum aims to support each school in developing its own curriculum whilst permitting learners to fulfil four purposes. The four purposes are for all children and young people to be ambitious, capable learners, enterprising, creative contributors, ethical, informed citizens and healthy, confident individuals (Donaldson, 2019). The chosen critical incident can be linked to two of these four purposes. The notion of receiving an award for correct behaviour can enhance one’s confidence and self-belief (Deci & Ryan, 2012). The sense of gaining an award for behaviour has been described as a form of motivation to succeed as well as enhanced self-esteem (Deci & Ryan, 2012). Therefore, this critical incident links to the purpose of healthy, confident individuals. The feeling of success can also aid the student in other aspects of life, for example passing an exam, or scoring a goal in sport. It is a feeling that can be repeated in multiple contexts. This allows the student to fulfil this purpose across a wide range of domains and is not limited to the classroom. Owing to this feeling, this also links to the purpose of ambitious capable learners who set themselves high standards and seek and enjoy challenge (Welsh Government, 2021). Overcoming a challenge unlocks the feeling of success (Goto & Martin, 2009). In this scenario, the student was extrinsically motivated, and perhaps intrinsically, which encouraged them to complete the challenge. Not only did the student succeed but their facial expressions and mannerisms suggested they enjoyed the feeling and would seek it again. Therefore, the student enjoyed the challenge as seen in Appendix A and the reward acted as a confirmation of success. Extrinsic motivation can be a valuable tool to encourage behaviour or ambition, however this can sometimes fade (Deci & Ryan, 2012). It is unknown if the student was intrinsically motivated however this is the optimum way to ensure a prolonged enjoyment and ambition (Vallerand et al., 2008). 

Literature Review
After analysing the critical incident, two key underpinning notions were uncovered. Firstly, Skinner’s (1948) behaviourist theory in which learning is a process of conditioning. Behaviourism is a theory that considers learners as passive, responding to environmental stimuli. Behaviour is shaped through positive or negative reinforcement, and punishment (Watson, 2013). Studies show positive reinforcement increase the likelihood of the behaviour happening again (Cherry, 2019). Whereas, punishment decreases the probability of the behaviour repeating.

Skinner (1948) is regarded as the key theorist of operant conditioning as he was influenced by Thorndike’s (1911) work on the Law of Effect. He argues that behaviour that is reinforced tends to be repeated, yet behaviour that is not reinforced tends to fade and become extinguished (McLeod, 2007). Skinner examined the effect of positive reinforcement, negative reinforcement and punishment as forms of conditioning. Skinner demonstrated the effect of positive reinforcement through animal testing and concluded that this form of conditioning strengthens a learner’s behaviour (McLeod, 2007).  Skinner proposed that a form of reward for good behaviour encourages continuous good behaviour and instils motivation to succeed (Becker, 1969). In this case, the teacher rewarded the student with a sticker for demonstrating correct behaviour as well as correct answer. It is important to note, not only was this student rewarded for correct answer, but for good manners and classroom behaviour to answer the question. Therefore, the entire process is regarded as correct and desired. In a classroom setting, operant conditioning largely applies to student management and behaviour as opposed to one’s ability (McAllister et al., 1969; Shields & Gredler, 2003). However, through conditioning good behaviour one’s attitude towards learning can become positive and influence their work rate within the classroom (McAllister et al., 1969). Additionally, it is important that the desired behaviour is easily repeated (Becker, 1969); sitting still and raising one’s hand is an everyday occurrence in the classroom. Therefore, it is suggested that this form of conditioning is not only reinforced during one lesson, but multiple lessons over a long period of time (Skinner, 1971). Without continuous repetition, conditioning can be forgotten or become diminished (Poonati & Amadio, 2010). Therefore, in order for this student to become conditioned and have an impact on future behaviours, one must recognise what good behaviour entails throughout the year in school, not only during one lesson. 

In contrast, a student’s behaviour is influenced by numerous factors such as their emotional, social and cognitive development, not solely the way in which they have been conditioned (Pas & Bradshaw, 2014). Therefore, operant conditioning can impact a learner, but how much it impacts a learner is personal and unique to each individual (Reich et al., 2016). This may be difficult to measure and to generalise owing to the other factors for example, student-teacher relationship. Kesner (2000) suggested multiple characteristics that can influence the student-teacher relationship, for example gender. In the chosen critical incident, the student seemed to have a positive relationship to the teacher and demonstrated respect therefore perhaps it was their mutual characteristics which contributed to this. Furthermore, to condition a student can raise some ethical questions (McLeod, 2007). To manipulate an individual into demonstrating certain behaviours raises not only ethical matters but also practical issues (Fox, 2019). For example, if the teacher were not present, the student may not understand nor demonstrate the ‘correct’ behaviour nor would the behaviour be reinforced which is a key feature of this theory (Skinner, 1948).

Many of Skinner’s experiments on operant conditioning were trialled on animals. Arguably, conditioning animals cannot simulate human behaviour accurately, however a plethora of research has been conducted to support the impact of Skinner’s behaviour theory. For example, Cherry (2019) found operant conditioning to be an effective method to secure good behaviour. Not only in the classroom but within a parent-child relationship and a lecturer-student relationship whereby the former rewards correct behaviour. Similarly, Dunst and colleagues (2007) found operant conditioning to develop students socially and emotionally by presenting standards and reasoning for certain behaviours. In this case study, the students became grateful for the form of conditioning as it supported them in receiving positive feedback and progressing during the lessons. Furthermore, a study by Akpan (2020) indicated that the praise and disapproval had significant impacts on the behaviours observed by students with increased focus and completion of tasks. As shown in Appendix A, the teachers used multiple forms of positive feedback, as well as the sticker, to praise the students behaviour. 

Any form of feedback can have a positive or negative impact on a student’s mental wellbeing (Nicol et al., 2014). Students mental health is the second notion to be explored from this critical incident. As shown in Appendix A, the teacher used positive verbal feedback to praise the student for good behaviour and effort. This can encourage the student to participate frequently in tasks and discussions, increase self-esteem and enhance their academic ability (Evans, 2013).  There is a positive correlation between positive feedback and an individual’s mental health and well-being. Swenson and colleagues (2016) echo this by discovering the use of praise increased students enjoyment levels as they displayed positive characteristics such as smiling, laughing and open body language. This was also seen in the critical incident as shown in Appendix A as well as the student waiting patiently to receive the sticker. Studies agree that positive feedback increases the likelihood of an individual enjoying a task or environment (Glerum et al., 2020; Reiss, 2012). Therefore, if an individual enjoys a task, or is intrinsically motivated, they are more likely to continue with this in the future (Deci & Ryan, 2012). To touch upon the Self-Determination theory, intrinsic motivation is the notion that students participate because they feel joy solely for taking part, not because of any other extrinsic factors such as rewards (Reeve, 2002). Intrinsic motivation is the optimum form to maintain a student’s engagement which can be achieve through setting appropriate tasks and activities that are fun. 

However, in this critical incident it is clear that the student had a reason to feel extrinsically motivated, in other words participating to earn the sticker and to receive verbal praise. This is not to say that extrinsic motivation is negative, as the student looked extremely happy to earn rewards. In terms of mental health, this situation allowed the student to focus, feel a sense of achievement and enhance confidence (Legault, 2020). If these feelings are regular occurrences throughout the student’s school journey, it is likely the individual will have a positive outlook on education and learning (Deci & Ryan, 2012). 

However, the use of rewards can become the only motivating factor for some individuals and in some cases students can become bored of the same form of reward (Gagné and Deci, 2005). Although there are studies to demonstrate the positive influence of rewards and praise, one must consider the implications. Individuals may no longer partake in tasks if there is no form of prize nor extrinsic motivation (Reiss, 2012). This can not only impact a student inside the classroom but also at home and outside of school (Legault, 2020). Therefore, one must be sensible when rewarding students and consider their mindset to learning. If a student does become bored and no longer enjoy the tasks, this can negatively impact their mental health and create a negative outlook towards learning (Legault, 2020; Deci & Ryan, 2012). Thus students may become disinterested in their studies and feel unhappy and unmotivated (Lin et al., 2003).  

Similarly, the feedback that was given to the student can be perceived as generic and non-specific. In some cases, when a student does everything correctly, it may be difficult to set a target (Simonsen et al., 2010). And in some cases, praise is all that is needed. However, in order for the student to fully understand the reasoning behind the praise, one must voice this specifically and explain why (Rappaport, 2002). Despite it being clear to the researcher and the teacher, the student may have thought the reward was for the correct answer and not the entire behaviour. Even though the praise this student received instilled a sense of achievement and positively impacted his mental health, one must consider the depth of learning that is happening as this can impact one’s progress (Owen et al., 2012; Rappaport, 2002). 

Reflection and Evaluation of Next Steps
The main focus of the critical incident was to explore and analyse the impact of positive feedback and operant conditioning on the student. Even though the student demonstrated good behaviour during this lesson, it is unclear if this is a regular occurrence owing to the short observation period. However, the observation demonstrated the student’s ambition and enthusiasm in the lesson to succeed. Despite the successful observations, a limitation to this method of non-participant observation, was the lack of insight from the student. This caused difficulty in critically analysing and reflecting on the incident as it was solely from my gaze, and not the student’s or teacher’s. Brookfield (1998) utilised anonymous feedback sheets to gain students perspective in understanding strengths, weaknesses and areas of improvement in lessons. This method would have benefited the research in understanding the student’s independent viewpoint and thoughts surrounding the learning (Observing Children, 2008). The research above has presented support regarding Skinner’s operant conditioning method and multiple case studies have demonstrated its success in teaching and learning, namely Dunst and colleagues (2007) and (McLeod, 2007).  However, ethical issues as raised by Fox (2019) and Reich and colleagues (2016) should be taken into consideration and performed under a fair and humane manner.

 In order to gain a deeper understanding of the students behaviour, actions and thoughts, a longer observation period would be beneficial to the research. A longer observation period would allow the researcher to gain an insight into the student’s personality, view the student in a wider range of lessons, identify any additional learning needs and preferences and assess the relationship with the teacher (Durrheim, 2006). Therefore, by observing a range of factors that impact a student throughout the day, and throughout their school journey, the researcher can analyse these in more depth and accuracy. Similarly, the time of day may have affected the student’s behaviour and presented an inaccurate representation of the individual (Kesner, 2000). 

If the study was to be recreated, the time of day, teacher and length of observation would be taken into consideration whilst maintaining a non-intrusive environment for the student. It is important that the student remains unaware of the observation as this may alter behaviour and create an inaccurate representation of the learning (Durrheim, 2006). Furthermore, the voice of the student would be beneficial to the study. Not only would this improve the findings but also aid one’s teaching career as this would ensure critical reflection is occurring as well as striving for optimum learning and inclusive environments.  

As an individual, this experience has encouraged me to trial different methods of learning and teaching and to always listen to the voice of the student (Hopkins, 2008). Students can help a teacher to progress and to design lessons that truly benefit the student. An individual is often oblivious to a form of conditioning unless it is clearly stated. As a training teacher, I will only use operant conditioning in an appropriate and open manner. Similarly, operant conditioning has allowed me to explore a new method for behaviour management in the classroom, which I believe can be an effective strategy within my classroom. I strongly believe positive reinforcement can encourage students to enjoy learning and punishment should only be used rarely. I would refrain from using negative reinforcement as much as possible as I believe this can holt a student’s development and create a negative mindset towards education. Understandably, a teacher must have some form of authority and discipline students, but not at the cost of their mental health nor their attitude towards learning. 

By reflecting upon the literature, specifically Skinner’s behaviour theory (1971) and the Self Determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 2012), I have extended my knowledge surrounding multiple theories and utilised multiple research skills for data collection and presentation. Through using Kolb’s reflective model, I am able to actively reflect on decisions during my teaching practice and develop the skill of being adaptable. I believe this will allow for a more accurate reflection as it will be a recent happening and therefore will remain in my memory. Whereas, if the reflection is performed at a later time, some aspects of the event may be forgotten (Finlay, 2008).  As a professional, I strive to ensure critical reflection is completed frequently in order to maintain students engagement and enjoyment levels. It is my duty to develop students holistically as demonstrated by the four purposes. 

The next steps of my personal and professional development is to continue researching learning and behavioural theories in order to vary my teaching style and pedagogy. It is also important to develop my knowledge on the new curriculum and trial different theories within my teaching practice. I have devised three SMART targets to continue my professional development. The acronym SMART represents smart, measurable, attainable, realistic and time-sensitive (Day & Tosey, 2011). I have chosen to set goals as studies show it is an effective behaviour change technique and provides accountability (Duke, 1990; Epton et al., 2017). The SMART targets I have set for myself are as follows: 
1. Research and take note of other behaviour theories e.g. Piaget’s theory of cognitive development.
2. Research and trial two other behaviour management techniques in the classroom. 
3. Create anonymous questionnaires for students at the end of lessons to receive their feedback.
These targets are to be completed by the end of my first placement in February 2022. This is an appropriate time frame to complete these targets and allows me to trial extensive strategies within the classroom. 

Conclusion
The goal of this study was to examine the impact of a chosen critical incident on a student’s learning and school experience. Further analysis uncovered key underlying areas that surrounded the case study which warranted a deeper analysis of the situation. This allowed the researcher to view the holistic development of the student and the factors that influenced this. Observation was the chosen method for data collection which ensured a thorough and authentic representation of the event (Weber, 2016). Multiple incidents were observed which provided the researcher with options of varying events. The critical incident used in this study was chosen owing to the variation of possible underlying theories and concepts, and the body language and facial expressions of the student. During this observation it was evident that the student enjoyed learning. The most significant findings from this study include the positive impact of positive reinforcement and operant conditioning on a student’s behaviour and the use of motivation in a classroom. Similarly, it is important to take into account student’s mental health and their feelings towards learning and education (Nicol et al., 2014). This can positively or negatively impact their future selves in terms of employment, attitude and as citizens (Legault, 2020). Overall, the new curriculum must be considered when planning lessons and managing behaviour as this is designed for a student’s holistic development (Donaldson, 2019). The four purposes of the curriculum remain central in the world of learning and by achieving these, students will progress and become competent, well-rounded individuals. 
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Plant yn cistedd ary lawr o flacn yr athrawes.

Beth ddiguyddodd - cisgrifad manwi{gorau po funyaly manylon er myn yferio atynt yn
ddiweddarach yn aich gwaith]

iy wers hon, roedd un forch yn eistedt ar gadai tu 81 e plant erail gydachymorth
cynorthwyydd dosbarth. Roedd y frch hon yn o, sgrechian, taofs cynorthveyydd, tynnu of
gwalltac yn gurthod istedd gyda gweddillydosbarth. Roedd y cynorthuyydd dosbarth wedi
meci thoifamp afa, teganau  thyddid fr ferchyma, ond nad oedd unehyw beth wedi e
thawelu. Roedd cynorthwyydd arall wediymuno er mwyn awelu' ferch, ond roed i i ond
wedi digyfro am tua thr deg eiiad ey cychvyn eto. Roedd yn g bod y ferch mewn anghysur o
yufath. Nad oedd y cynorthuyon dosbarth yn ymybodol am unrhyw anghenion dysgu
yehwanegol Roedd y cynorthwyon wecl awgrymu efalle ma' ferch yn dost. Nad oedd y ferch
‘wedidanu sy lant exal,neu dorr naws,cyfeliad new gynydd y wers. Y fy marn | nad
‘e i wadl offetho ar y wers cherwydd yrerech y ynorthvayydd dosbarth  drych ar of o
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‘Anghenion Dysgu Yehwanegol.
Gwahaniactho,

el carre plant.

ffath cynorthwyydd dosbarth
Strategaethau ymddygad.

Nodiadau — ntfyw fanylon y glbech €0 nod ydy & smgychedd prysar,yay @ ar Bl ciio, oes
ya lwer o wrthdyniadav, vy cyfarwyediadau'n gl gorau po fyal y allueh yfeirio sto)

Guers gyntafy dydd.
Plant ynsaradus sc yn gyfroes  weld ufrindiau ~ ameyichedd eithaf prysur ond strwythedi
Athrawes yn cac syl plant yn digon haws.

Nid oadd y lant wedi syhul bod egnyl nesaf oherwyd roedden nn muymhau' wers.
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Dyddiad ac amser, grivp Bluyddyn: 11:00 - 12:30, 22/08/2021, dobarth Blwyddyn 5
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Dosbarth Buyddyn 5 yn cysgu thema ‘Gulad,Gulad. Maent wedibod yn cysgu' thema yma ers
dochrau' tyror ac  au pennu amser hannar tymor. Y dasg heddiw oedd ysgrifennu dyddiadr

s selei a ddydd yng Nghaerdydd yn ymweld a atyniada. Roedd hi un arddeg y bore ac
oeddy plant newydd ail ymuno a 8 eguy. Eistddod y plant yng ngrwpiau gall tabyg, Roedd
26 yna dosbarth g rhai adref herwydd COVID-19 fell ychydigyn i nag arfer.

Beth ddiguyddodd - cisgrifad manwi{gorau po funyaly manylon er myn yferio atynt yn
ddiweddarach yn aich gwaith]

Rhoddodd yr athrawes dewis e pant i nal i defnyddia iPacs, glnadur neu i ysgrfenni' das.
Hefyd, dowisodd  plant mein prawf ycdiant u hun. Fely oedd gan grwpiau galy uwch
pedwar pwynt anelu |, ac oedt gan grwpiau galluis r phuynt anelu . Dyma esiampl o
‘wahaniaethu er muiyn addasu tasg 1 allu pob plentyn. A 11 baw orffe, darllenodd y atho
waith un disgybl I dosbarthcyfan. Yoa, roedd rhald ' dosbarth thi adborth cadarnivao
sl un gan deldcuytho pa rhai f puytiaw e prawf wyciant mat i wedi cyrraedd.
Dyma esiaml o asesu ar yfer dysgu. Gofynnodd yr thvaues am carged gala'e csgybl anelu
o nesa. Felly, oede haicsgyblion wedi hoiadborther myn wella. Defnydciocd yr
athvawes geia seren a dymuniad. Foll,roedd y dosbarth cyfan wed cyfrannu at farcio gwaith
ydisgybl ac follycywed esiampl macnt yn galu cymharu waith eu uran. Dewisodd yr athrawes
diseybl hn el enghraifeoherwydd roedd e gwaith hi'n ddigon  her i blant gallu s ac yn rhoi
slfaen plant gall wch flly bycidentyn gall addasu a aholi gath e hun yn gyvirach.
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Asesu ar gyfer cysgu.
Asesu cyloedion,
Guwahaniactho,
Grupiodisybiion.

Hycer plantyn eu galluoeds.

Nodiadau — ntfyw fanylon y glbech €0 nod ydy & smgychedd prysar,yay @ ar Bl ciio, oes
ya lwer o wrthdyniadav, vy cyfarwyediadau'n gl gorau po fyal y allueh yfeirio sto)

Roedd muyaify dosbarth yn lonydd ond roedd syl thi hyue arall
Grupiowth flwrdd

Digon o wahaniaethu yn barad

Givers cyn cinio fellybach o gyffo erbyn diwedd y wers.





