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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
A critical incident can be categorised as any unplanned and unanticipated event that, for the context of this essay, takes place within the school environment (Brookfield, 1990). These incidents are often ‘an interpretation of the significance of an event’, based on the practitioners judgement (Tripp, 1993). Furthermore, Tripp goes on to state that, ‘the vast majority of critical incidents, […] are not at all dramatic or obvious: they are mostly straight forward accounts’, appearing ‘typical’ rather that ‘critical’ at first sight, but are rendered critical through analysis (p. 24–25).
	This essay will therefore be the basis for an evaluation of an observed critical incident as a means to identify the next teaching and learning steps for the Researcher to improve their own pedagogical practice in future instances. At the first phase, the Researcher will outline the role of critical reflection in a fitting context, and outline the guidelines that are necessary to follow when undergoing such an observation. This will then transition to phase two, where the Researcher will outline the events that took place during the observed critical incident, with close reference to Donaldson’s Successful Futures (2015) and the four purposes of the Curriculum for Wales. Subsequently, the Researcher will focus on a literature review for phase three, using relevant research to engage with theoretical discussion on the benefits of outdoor play and how this effects children’s behaviour. Finally, the Researcher will reflect on their findings, and evaluate the next best steps to take forward in their own practice.

The Role of Critical Reflection
Reflection has been recognised as a crucial component for trainee teachers in a university context to develop, ‘both in terms of the theoretical background necessary for understanding teaching and the practical approaches to classroom action’ (Beauchamp, 2014). As distinguished by the Education Workforce Council (EWC) in their Revised Code of Professional Conduct and Practice (2022), teachers must ‘engage with learners and young people to encourage confidence, empowerment, educational and personal development’. As a result, teachers must learn introspectively during their reflective practice, questioning their own values and experiences, and exercise self-judgment to ensure quality teaching that puts pupils at the forefront of all decisions (Shandomo, 2010). 
With reference to the Curriculum for Wales, new opportunities have been created for practitioners to develop their reflective thinking. As there is now a requirement for the four purposes to be underpinning all decisions made concerning pupil education, with subsequent consideration towards regular opportunities for Assessment for Learning (AfL) strategies in order to shape future learning (Donaldson, 2015), practitioners must engage effectively with critical reflection on a constant basis in order to ensure the promotion of successful pedagogical practice. Thus, teaching practitioners should make ample opportunities for themselves to engage in the practice of critical  reflection in order for the output of the new curriculum to be successful in its desired outcomes.
	Winch et al (2013) suggest reflection is the means by which ‘teachers review thoughtfully and systematically what they have done in the past with a view to sustaining or improving their practice in the future’. To input this teaching practice effectively, it is critical to consult preceding models of reflective practice. For instance, Schön (1978), presents a model in which the practitioner participates in the process of ‘Reflection in action’ – at the time the event is happening – and ‘Reflection on action’ – after the event has taken place. The ‘Reflection in action’ model invites practitioners to act immediately in response to the incident, with the decisions of how to act decided at the time. ‘Reflection on action’, however, encourages the practitioner to reflect on an event that has already transpired, with thoughts on what might be done differently if it were to take place again.
	Another useful reflection model transpires from the work of Kolb (1984), by which a learning cycle of four parts is introduced: Concrete Experience – the experience itself –, Reflective Observation – the thought process in consideration of the experience –, Abstract Conceptualisation – the aspect of learning from the experience –, and Active Experimentation – putting into practice what has been learnt. The practitioner is encouraged to contemplate and learn from the experience; taking their newfound understanding into future encounters.
Reflective practice therefore, allows teachers to assess their own practice, forming a retrospective outlook when constructing decisive action plans for learner development, with deliberation in lieu of partaking in random and reactive forms of pedagogy (Shandomo, 2010). Considering real-life implications, the Researcher will use the observed critical incident to reflect on the outcomes and inform future action in their own teaching practice.

Observation
The Researcher must adhere to the British Educational Research Association (BERA) guidelines throughout the reflective process, most notably where it is stated that ‘the confidential and anonymous treatment of participants' data is considered the norm for the conduct of research’ (BERA, 2018, p.21). By means of following these standards for practise, The Researcher will be implementing anonymisation for all locations and participants referenced in this project. 
	The critical incident was witnessed during an observation in a Year 1 class in an English medium primary school in South Wales that consists of approximately 500 children aged from 3 to 11 years. The school has a free school meal rate that is ‘considerably lower than the national average’ (Estyn, 2018, p.1), at only 6%, while the school has identified that ‘11% of children have additional learning needs’, which once again places them lower than the national average of 21%. 
The observed Year 1 class was comprised of 24 children: 10 girls and 14 boys, one Class Teacher, and one Learning Support Staff. The classroom contained 5 tables, sorted by colour, that were placed around the walls of the room, and one large carpet by the whiteboard in the centre. The children had assigned seating on the carpet, sitting on the dots on the carpet that matched their activity groups. In contrast, the children were able to sit where they wanted to once they were assigned to their activity tables. The children were participating in rotational activities focussed around their Numeracy and Literacy comprehension. 

Critical Incident and 4 Purposes
The Researcher observed the class participating in a rotational set of activities, with pupils in pre-established groups determined by their Literacy, Mathematics and Numeracy, and Digital Competency levels. The pupils all had a sound engagement with their respective tasks and appeared confident in their approach, following an in-depth explanation from the Class Teacher for each activity table. Subsequent to the end of Session 1, the pupils were told to line up for their outside breaktime, however, just as the pupils had all put their coats on, it started to rain and the Class Teacher made the decision to keep the children in for a ‘wet play’. During this twenty-minute period where the children would typically be exuding their energy outside, they instead all sat on the carpet in their assigned spaces, and watched a cartoon that was projected onto the whiteboard, while the Class Teacher and Support Teacher constantly told them all to “be quiet”. Certain children became agitated during this time, even questioning aloud: “Why can’t we go outside?”. The Researcher observed that this was not due to a lack of understanding from the class in regards to the fact it was raining, but instead the pupils were confused as to why they could not equip themselves with coats that would protect them against the weather. As a result of missing outdoor play, the pupils were louder and unfocused in Session 2, becoming very physical with each other and the Class Teacher by jumping, pushing, throwing: all attributes that were not present in Session 1. To combat this, the Class Teacher got them to all stand up on their spot on the carpet and ‘shake out’ their bodies. The Researcher observed that the children did not move from their assigned carpet spots until half way through Session 2.
	With reference to Donaldson’s Successful Futures (2015), which sought to bring about a ‘significant change’ to the curriculum in Wales, it is essential to note the Four Purposes when reflecting on the observed critical incident. One principal put forward in this report is the need for children to ‘take measured decisions about lifestyle and manage risk’ (p.30), and it is clear that the Class Teacher made an informed choice based on her prior experience with that particular age group, in the best interest of the children. However, it could be argued that the pupils were not given an opportunity to risk asses independently, which caused further disruption to the later session as they appeared frustrated at having to conform to the indoor rules during a period where they would typically have free reign over their actions and decision making. 
	Furthermore, when considering exclusively the purpose of ‘healthy, confident individuals’, Donaldson (2015, p.30) notes that children should ‘take part in physical activity’, and ‘have the skills and knowledge to manage everyday life as independently as they can’. Here, it is vital to consider the word ‘independently’ and question the extent to which the children were able to engage with this principal in their learning; if they had the choice would the children have put their coats on and gone outside to play, regardless of the rain? In doing so, the children would have also had the opportunity to participate in a more meaningful form of physical activity. Although the Class Teacher did the most appropriate form of physical movement for the confined area of the classroom, it could be debated that this was still under controlled conditions, and so the full extent to which the class could participate was limited. 
	Similarly, under the purpose of ‘enterprising, creative contributors’, Donaldson (2015) states that children must be able to ‘think creatively to reframe and solve problems’. Within the critical incident, it could be argued that the children were not given the parameters to solve the problem of the ‘wet play’. As an example, the children could have been given the choice to go outside if they had coats, or have been given the necessary tools to ‘reframe’ the indoor space so that it created an environment that suited a more physical approach, rather than being told to stay sitting in the same place they would then spend the next session in.

Literature Review 
During any academic project, reviewing prior literature applicable to one’s findings is crucial as it creates a foundation by which the Researcher can solidify their own conclusions, supported by pre-existing academic research (Webster & Watson, 2002). This literature review will therefore explore the extent to which outdoor exercise has a direct, positive consequence on children’s health and well-being; the positive effects of physical education in relation to behaviour management; and the possibly adverse effects of conditioning as a learning theory. In doing so, the review will enable the Researcher to provide context in relation to the aforementioned critical incident, and create opportunity for an evaluation and conclusion of thoughts regarding the event.
	With reference to Donaldson’s Successful Futures, all children and young people should be equipped with the skills to ‘take responsibility for their own lives, understanding the importance of […] diet and fitness and being confident in managing their own affairs’ (2015 p.28). Relatively, NHS Wales (2021) states that young people aged 5-18 should do an hour of exercise per day as a minimum expectation, with research in the field suggesting this structure to have extremely positive reactions in the child’s body by creating ‘decreased stress hormones and increased production of anti-pain and antidepressant neurotransmitters’ (Field, 2012). However, contrastingly, there are occurrences of research into children’s relationships with physical health that note concern from educationalists surrounding children participating in physical education that is ‘designed by and for adults’ (Borms 1986), and the long-term harmful effects these activities could have on a child’s physical and psychological development.
Considering Pavlov’s classical conditioning, it can be argued that, as witnessed in the critical incident, by keeping children inside during rain – in whatever moderation – there is a notion of promoting children to have a negative reaction to adverse weather, despite there being resources to overcome these situations. With certain places in Wales getting 270 ‘wet days’ per year (Met Office 2016), this conditioning undoubtedly results in many instances where children do not get sufficient periods to play outside during their time in school – an environment most children spend an average of 6 hours in per weekday. Clements (2004, p.76-77), argues that ‘activities such as playing outside in snowdrifts, rain, or muddy areas give children a sense of adventure’, as these same children oftentimes struggle under pressures just as adults, suffering from experiences of highly negative emotions, and so ‘a vigorous outdoor play’ aids in the relief of these emotions, and satisfies the child’s internal curiosity and ‘urge for adventure’ when allowed to explore their environment without worrying about getting themselves muddy or wet, however there are barriers in a functional school day that may prevent this.
The Curriculum for Wales reiterates this, where pupil well-being is at its forefront, with the inclusion of ‘health-promoting behaviours such as physical activity’ (Welsh Government, 2022) that includes sport, but is not limited to this category of physical education only. Instead, children are encouraged to engage with physical activity in a number of ways, both inside and outside of the classroom, with opportunities for practitioners to include exercise breaks during learning. Howie et al. (2014) carried out research into this particular strand of teaching pedagogy, and discovered that both pupils and teachers found these snippets of exercise beneficial in multiple way where pupils ‘exhibited higher positive affect during each exercise condition’, however, teacher’s did find there to be certain barriers in the way of regularly implementing these stops, despite the resulting success on the pupil’s behaviour and learning. 
Uniforms in schools are implemented for a numerous reasons, including but not limited to: reinforcing behaviour expectations, removing social pressures, and inducing higher academic attainment in the student body (Park, 2015). However, it must be questioned the extent to which uniforms limit a child’s ability to play freely, and explore their environments without fear of consequence for getting themselves or their clothes dirty. Kwok and Choi (2001) found that many parents were displeased with the suitability of the garments in relation to their children’s ‘physical and psychological development’. It is, however, worth noting that Baumann and Krskova (2016)  found that when analysing behavioural issues in schools globally, those wearing school uniforms were found to actively listen to a higher standard, while teachers were left waiting for student cooperation with activities at a much quicker rate than in comparison to schools where uniforms were not mandatory. 
As Grow (1991) states, ‘Good teaching matches the learner's stage of self-direction and helps the learner advance toward greater self-direction’, however, as witnessed in the critical incident, there are certain moments when the teaching practitioner and the child have differing needs and outcomes to the same experience: the adverse effect on the children being one of restlessness and increased misbehaviour which then arguably hindered their learning for the remainder of the day. In consideration of this, Carlson and James (2015) argue that ‘classroom activity breaks can improve students’ classroom behaviour’, while Medcalf et al. (2006) suggest that sequencing regular opportunities for activity ‘may be a factor in improving pupil behaviour’. 
The effects of screentime on children must also be considered in relation to the critical incident, and the extent to which this could create further opportunities for negative behaviour. When conducting research into the effects of children’s increased screentime and subsequent decreased time outdoors in their natural environments, Oswald et al. (2020) argue that some moderated screen activity is advantageous for children in the modern, technological world, however, when these instances are too frequent, there is a definitive result of increasing mental health issues in these children. Television viewing, in particular, has been found to increase the occurrence of underdeveloped physical and cognitive abilities in children, while also increasing the chance that children who are overindulged in screentime, develop physical health issues like obesity or mental health issues like anxiety (Domingues-Montanari, 2017). However, in today’s age, children and technologies are an unavoidable mix, with communication technology becoming a way of life for most children to interact with one another and the world (Murati & Ardita, 2017). These same computer technologies offer endless experiences for children, and undoubtedly are an important skill for children to master. The Curriculum for Wales, for example, has put emphasis on the importance of digital competence for all children, with special considerations for developing strategies to safely manoeuvre the online world, this adds to the mission statements of the Curriculum for Wales, where learners’ independence is at the forefront.
The opportunity for children to go outside for breaktime can be vital in offering an opportunity of independence, where an essential period in which they can freely socialise with the peers of their choice, playing independently and making decisions for themselves is created (UCL, 2022). Further, breaktimes essentially allow any child, regardless of socioeconomic background, a safe place and time to engage in play, as is underpinned in the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (2000) , Article 31, which declares: ‘States Parties recognize the right of the child to rest and leisure, to engage in play and recreational activities appropriate to the age of the child […]’. Blatchford and Sharp (1994) mention that there is ‘a recognition of the exciting possibilities in the design (and redesign) of the school grounds’, however it can be argued that due to spacing difficulties and funding issues, primary schools in particular have not been able to fully engage with these findings. In regards to this, certain children with special educational needs (SEN), for instance children with autism who have ‘poor pretend play abilities, which greatly affects their social skill development’ (Hess 2006), may not engage with outdoor breaktimes in a positive manner. These SEN children therefore may need spaces indoors where they can engage in their own version of breaktime, able to independently decide their own activities, or in fact spaces outdoors that are undercover – safe from the elements – and include sensory equipment. Regardless of how children engage in play, it has been established that their learning is more meaningful in the classroom once they have had breaktime in comparison to when they have not had breaktime (Pellegrini and Blatchford, 1993; Coalter and Taylor, 2001). Clere (2013) argues that the only way to ‘create a truly enabling outdoor environment’ is to have ‘a teaching and learning plan that not only accommodates, but celebrates, outdoor play even when the weather is far from clement’.
	To conclude on this literature review, an understanding can be gained that there is a directly proportional relationship between children exercising and having opportunities to express themselves physically in suitable environments, with positive classroom behaviour. Although certain research varies in their conclusions, it can be justified to argue that schools should encourage children to explore their natural surroundings, despite weather conditions, and limit screentime by increasing time spent outdoors. The results of which arguably increase physical and mental health, as well as children’s engagement with learning. 

REFLECTION / EVALUATION & NEXT STEPS  
	A vital component to any educational practitioners pedagogy is reflection. Lyons (1998, p.115) defines this practise as ‘ways in which teachers interrogate their teaching practises, asking questions about their effectiveness and about how they might be refined to meet the needs of students’. Although two reflective models were put forward as examples earlier in this essay, the Researcher will now focus on a third for their own reflection on the observed critical incident: Brookfield’s (1998) Lenses. The model focuses on four possible lenses that practitioners may engage with when partaking in the process of reflective practise: the autobiographical experience of the teacher, the students’ eyes, the experiences of colleagues’, and theoretical literature, which will allow the Researcher to ‘make more informed judgments and take more informed actions’ (Brookfield, 2002).
	Autobiographically, as a learner, the Researcher can reflect and understand how the children may possibly have been feeling following the decision for indoor play. During their own time in school, the Researcher had many such experiences and was often disappointed; left feeling pent up in their physical energy. More often than not, the Researcher was offered digital media as an outlet instead of indoor physical activities, much like the children in the observed critical incident. Within their own practise therefore, the Researcher will focus on offering equally as invigorating indoor spaces for children to play in during wet weather conditions, engaging with Collaboration (Welsh Government, 2019) by undertaking ’organised and constructive work with a range of colleagues to enhance learners’ experience’. However, the Researcher can also understand that the practicality of school budgets and availability of space may hinder this, and that sometimes the only space available will be the one in the classroom. Thus, the Researcher will work to offer indoor activities that avoid the digital context, as this is already so thoroughly integrated into the curriculum and in most home settings, instead opting for enriching experiences that are modelled around face-to-face play, so that the children have opportunities to socialise. The Researcher will also offer differentiated activities in the classroom for children categorised with ALN. As an example, this could include quiet spaces or individual pursuits for the children to take part in, and made clear so that all the children in the class knew who was partaking in what level of socialising. 
	As a colleague, the Researcher was not able to find an appropriate opportunity to talk to the class Teacher about the critical incident, and ask if they would have changed the activity under different circumstances. In the future, it is vital for the Researcher to partake in Collaboration with other staff in this context as well, reflecting on both the individual and collaborative development process to enhance learning. 
	The Researcher engaged with theoretical literature to enhance their understanding of the critical incident, which led them to understand the methods that were used. For example, understanding the importance of digital technologies was vital, as it gave context for why the children were engaging in this avenue of activity. Furthermore, the Researcher could clearly see that the Teacher understood the need for children to engage in exercise and so encouraged them to partake in a less boisterous mode of activity inside the classroom.

Conclusion
To conclude this essay, the Researcher has found it a vital opportunity to observe and reflect on a critical incident. The experience has allowed the Researcher to reflect on their own classroom experience, and equip them with a deeper understanding on choices they may make in the future, with the ability to defend these choices with factual evidence. The Researcher now understands the values of reflective practise for good pedagogy, and will continue to engage in this throughout their training. 
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