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A critical evaluation and the identification of next teaching and learning steps focussing on a case study of an individual learner or a group of learners, based on an observed critical incident.

Introduction 
The aim of this assignment is to discuss, reflect upon and analyse the critical incident observed. Whilst, exploring relevant theories of learning and child development. This exercise served to introduce the value of reflective practice through my own classroom experiences, to then determine the next steps for future practice. My PGCE will be aided by the exploration of this incident, various learning theories and the beliefs and findings of different theorists. Reflecting upon practice and exploring different research, is building upon my educational knowledge, and allowing me to take the learnt theory and implement it into my own teaching practice.
Within education and the classroom, a critical incident is viewed to be any unexpected or unplanned incident that occurs. At first reflection, these incidents seem to be typical rather than critical. However, after deeper reflection they are then often deemed critical due to having value and meaning (Raj-Joshi, 2018, Tripp, 2011 and Richards and Farrell, 2010). The identification of critical incidents provides practitioners the opportunity to reflect upon their practice and gain new insights into their teaching, themselves, and their pupils. Through reflective practice, teachers develop new values, skills, and knowledge by critically examining actions in the natural environment (Slade et al. 2019 and Richards and Farrell 2010).
Reflection, according to Dewey (1910), is a profound and informative process that enables cautious judgement. Dewey’s work demonstrated a crucial link between reflective thinking and functional applications (Dewey, 1933). Whereas Schon (1978) presented concepts of ‘reflection- in-action’ and ‘reflection-on-action’, which highlights how practitioners address the problems of their practice through improvisation within that moment (Slade et al. 2019, Zwozdiak-Myers, 2012, Schon, 1983 and Dewey, 1933)
Before discussing the school and class context within this observation, it is important to highlight as the observer, the following discussion adheres to BERA Guidelines for the handling of the participants who are involved. The identity of the individuals as well as the educational setting will be kept confidential and anonymous as a standard of conducting research (BERA, 2018). 
The observations in which were carried out gave an opportunity to reflect upon various incidents. These incidents are appropriate to use for further critical reflection to guide and assist next steps and future teaching practice. The critical incident observed and identified throughout the observation period took place during a mixed Nursery/Reception class. The class consisted of 26, mixed gender and ability pupils within a mainstream class, who were supported by one teacher and two teaching assistants. One child within the class has an IDP and has a diagnosis of Autistic Spectrum Condition (ASC, previously known as ASD). 
The critical incident which was observed and is going to be discussed throughout this assignment occurred during the morning registration and wellbeing check in session. This was completed using the Zones of Regulation and the Welsh Language. A child within the class (Child A), who has Additional Learning Needs and a diagnosis of ASC, appeared to be withdrawn, disengaged and frustrated due to a change within his usual school routine. Child A was comforted by a peer within the class, however, his feelings of anxiety and disengagement lasted for the whole school day. 













Overview of relevant literature 
Autism Spectrum Condition (ASC) is a neurodevelopmental condition that affects each individual with autism differently (National Health Society, 2022 and Kimi, 2014). Many of children who have a diagnosis of ASC often experience difficulties in a variety of developmental areas. Including, social communication and interaction, sensory issues and a restricted pattern of behaviours and the preference for consistent routines (National Institute of Mental Health, 2023 and Autism Wales, 2020). Although, it is equally important practitioners remember each child is unique and they do not overlook the numerous of positive characteristics children with ASC possess (Autism Wales, 2020 and Marshall and Goodall, 2015). Children with ASC often portray traits including paying close attention to detail, honesty, and adhering to clear rules. These qualities may be leveraged to increase engagement and support them to make their own, personal input to the environment (Autism Wales, 2020 and Haq and Couteur, 2004).
Children with Autism often depend on established routines and will adhere to them each day. If there is an abrupt change or disruption in the child’s routine, it may have a detrimental impact on their wellbeing and behaviour (Chung, 2021). A consistent and predictable routine allows for children with autism to feel safe and content within their environment and results in enhanced wellbeing for the individual (Autism Spectrum Australia, 2020 and Rao and Gagie 2006).
Classroom routines are important to children with ASC and a consistent routine within the learning environment allows for enhanced engagement and better learning taking place (Autism Spectrum Australia, 2020 and Winterman and Sapona, 2002). The use of visual aids within the classroom including timetables, expectations, and rules, as well as good classroom management supports children with autism by providing them with predictability, reducing anxiety and regulating behaviour (Nicklason, 2023 and Watson and DiCArlo, 2015). It is essential that if practitioners working with children are aware of a change that is going to occur in their routine, they notify and allow the children time to process it. This allows for the child to anticipate and prepare for a change, and therefore will result in less anxiety and worry for the individual (World Health Organisation, 2023 and Department for Education, 2021a).
The importance of wellbeing within primary schools has been debated for some time and has more recently been widely researched and discussed. Primary schools play an essential role in supporting children’s mental health and wellbeing and supporting them to develop skills they need to detect and cope with their emotions. Primary schools are an important source of support for helping those with challenges receive the care they need (Sakellari, et al. 2021, Freud, 2020 and Bonell, et al. 2014).
Professor Graham Donaldson recognised the need for more emphasis on health and wellbeing within schools and as a result, included it as a focus point within his Successful Futures document (Donaldson, 2015). The introduction of the New Curriculum places a great emphasis on health and wellbeing within schools, which is demonstrated by it being included in one of the six areas of learning (Welsh Government, 2020 and Donaldson, 2015). The implementation of this ensures all practitioners and school settings are providing children with the opportunity to enhance their own health and wellbeing, as well as learning about the importance of and how to sustain a healthy lifestyle. 
Although research has criticised the Zones of Regulation intervention by stating the program itself has not been widely researched and it is an approach that is practice based on evidence, rather than an evidence-based practice (Wiebers, 2021), the use of Zones of Regulation within the classroom covers the Health and Wellbeing area of the new curriculum (The New Curriculum, 2020). It is a method to developing self-regulation and teaches children to recognise and manage their emotions and feelings through effective social emotional learning (The Zones of Regulation, 2023).  According to research, self-regulation is a significant factor of health and wellbeing throughout the lifetime (Pandey et al., 2018) and the use of Zones of Regulation intervention, to some degree, enhances children’s ability to self-regulate (Romanowycz et al., 2021 and Kuypers, 2011).
It is noted by Romanowycz et al. (2021), children with lower levels of self-regulation are less likely to have a positive attitude towards school and their learning. This is supported by The Department for Education (2012 and 2021b), as they state there is a clear link between well-being and learning. They state, children with better emotional wellbeing tend to receive higher academic grades, have increased attention, and portray lower problematic behaviour throughout their school journey. This highlights the importance of teaching health and wellbeing within schools and educational settings from an early age. As, providing children with techniques to support and manage their emotions and feelings from a young age, prevents them from being at a learning disadvantage or experiencing issues with their well-being (Robson, 2014).
The importance of children’s health and wellbeing and ensuring each child is regulated before expecting them to engage in learning can be supported by Maslow’s hierarchy of needs. Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs portrays different categories of needs which need to be met before moving onto the next. Including psychological, safety, love and belonging, self-esteem and self-actualisation (Hopper, 2020 and Lester, 2013). Maslow’s theory portrays, for a child to be successful within school and their education, their basic needs need to be met first (Hoffman, 2018). 





























Explanation of Case Study 
The critical incident which was observed occurred first thing in the morning. The children were completing their usual morning routine of putting their belongings away and arriving into class, talking with their peers. The children were greeted into the classroom by their teacher and two teaching assistants. All children sat down on the carpet, ready for the teacher to begin the morning session. Most of the children within the class appeared to be chatty and happy, talking to their peers on the carpet. Apart from one child who stood out to me. This child, (Child A) seemed to be reserved but slightly agitated. The child was fidgeting on the carpet and found it difficult to sit still. The teacher introduced the new student teacher who was in the class for the first time and then began to take the register, speaking to each child whilst doing so. Whilst completing the register, it came to the observer’s attention that when the teacher called out Child A’s name, they looked down and did not respond. Child A began looking back and fore from the student teacher to the floor. The teacher carried on with the register, speaking to the other pupils in the class. Child A began to show slight frustration, picking at their hands and making noises. The teacher then went on to gather the children and ask each child how they were feeling that morning and stated it was their usual morning, wellbeing check in session. The teacher asked the question in Welsh, “Sut wyt ti?” and all children then took it in turns, responding in Welsh, with answers such as “dw i’n hapus”, “dw i’n drist” and “ar ben y byd”. The children also used their wellbeing wall, Zones of Regulation, placing pictures of themselves into what zone they were feeling that morning. During this wellbeing session, the observer noticed that Child A became even more disengaged with the discussion and refused to participate and verbalise how they were feeling. The child got up off the carpet during the session and took himself into a different area of the classroom and began playing with his favourite toys. One child within the class took themselves over to Child A and patted him on the back, asked if he was okay and then started playing with him, in attempt to comfort him. Then, the class teaching assistant, went over to Child A and explained again, there was a new student teacher within the class and that the routine and dynamics in class today were going to be slightly different to the normal class routine. Upon observation throughout the day, Child A seemed to be withdrawn throughout most of the day and disengaged with each task that was set.

The critical moment for this learner, who had a diagnosis of ASC, was the change in his routine and the classroom dynamics that he was not expecting, resulting in his school day and wellbeing being affected. Children with a diagnosis of ASC rely heavily on routine and maintaining regularity becomes essential to them. Any changes within their daily routine without prewarning can result in anxiety for the individual (Bennie, 2023 and Applied Behaviour Analysis, 2023). As a result of this incident, Child A was withdrawn, disengaged, and dysregulated throughout the school day. 
When children with ASC are emotionally dysregulated, it becomes difficult for them to engage in tasks and learning. Emotional dysregulation can result in difficulties with attention, behaviour, and social interactions (Capanna-Hodge, 2023 and Paulus, et al. 2021). This was portrayed through Child A as he was reluctant to participate within the register and the morning wellbeing session and took himself away from his peers and teachers. The effects of dysregulation in children can include being frustrated, mood swings and having difficulties steering these moods (Robokos, No Date). Child A demonstrated these characteristics, through his agitation and frustration, which lasted throughout the school day. This incident and the feelings Child A experienced, can lead to a negative impact on a child’s health and wellbeing, including their emotional wellbeing, behavioural issues, and academic performance (Cumming, 2020 and Cole and Hall, 2008).
As a result of Child A’s dysregulation and disengagement, the incident has also affected the child’s education and learning opportunities for the school day, as his dysregulation resulted in him being unable to participate with the learning activities. This incident goes against Article 28 of the UNCRC, which is every child has the right to an education (Unicef, No Date). 
Additional to the effects on Child A’s wellbeing and education, this critical incident also had the potential to affect the child’s home life that evening. It frequently takes a long period of time for children with ASC to become regulated and content after an interruption to their routine (McCormack, 2023), implying that as Child A was within this state of mind all day, he could potentially have taken this aggravation and frustration home with him (Josilowski and Morris, 2019).
However, when Child A was comforted by a peer, this occurs to be a positive critical incident and moment for the learner. Peers are an important aspect of social learning, as they are individuals of similar age who can provide a unique perspective and contribute to the learning process. Through peer relationships, children can learn a range of key social emotional skills, including collaboration, empathy, and problem-solving techniques (Busching and Krahe, 2020 and Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, 2018). Both giving and receiving emotional support from peers builds positive and stronger friendships and relationships, as peers often utilise their own personal experiences of navigating through challenges and distress, to support others who are currently experiencing similar circumstances and feelings (Repper and Carter, 2011 and Chu, Saucier and Hafner, 2010). Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological model shows through the microsystem section, our peers, potentially have an impact on our learning and development (Main, 2023).
According to research, pupils who feel their peers show empathy and concern towards them and accept them for their individual self, show more academic and social engagement within the classroom environment (Wentzel et al. 2010). Therefore, this engagement with another pupil within the class could have led to a positive impact on Child A’s wellbeing for the day and his participation within the classroom learning and tasks.




















Teaching and Learning Methods 
Upon reflection of the critical incident observed, using Tripp’s (1993) reflective model, next teaching and learning steps and methods have been researched and drawn upon. 
Firstly, one teaching method that may be beneficial to use within the classroom environment and for children with ASC would be to use visual aids, including visual timetables and visual cue cards.
Many autistic children require structure, regularity, and sequence to carry out their daily tasks. Visual support and aids assist to introduce these things (Rao and Reggie, 2006). Studies show that visual assistance is easier for children with ASC to process than other forms of communication, and as a result, when communicating information, practitioners should avoid relying on auditory channels and incorporate visual element for support and reinforcement (Meadan et al. 2011 and Dettmer, 2000).
Research states, offering children with ASC a structured schedule or a daily timetable allows for them to predict the sequence of events and activities during the school day. As well as supporting them to recognise any possible adjustments that may occur within their usual routine (National Autistic Society, 2020, Meadan et al. 2011, and Dettmer, 2000). These visual timetables, therefore, provide the regularity required for children with ASC. As, predictability and consistency are provided when knowing what comes next in their daily routine (Tynan and Davy, 2021). Using visual timetables to prepare children for a supply teacher could involve, adding an additional visual cue to the timetable highlighting there was going to be a change and a new adult within the classroom. Preparing children with ASC beforehand that their routine is going to change can avoid the anxiety and stress for the individual and keep the classroom as a calm environment (Beyond Autism 2023, Rao and Gagie 2006 and Dettmer, 2000).
Despite the benefits of using visual aids within the classroom environment to support learners with Additional Learning Needs, research has shown there are significant challenges to these aids (Tynan and Davy 2019, Hanley et al. 2017, Pierce et al. 2013 and Hayes et al, 2009). Incorporating visual aids into a learning setting may require a significant investment of time to design, distribute and implement effectively (Hayes et al. 2009) and without careful consideration when putting them into practice, excessive reliance on visual aids in the classroom may potentially hinder children’s ability to focus and pay attention to the material being taught (Hanley et al. 2017).
An additional teaching method that has been identified through critical reflection that could be implemented within the classroom to support children with ASC is social stories. Social stories provide individuals precise details about situations and scenarios they may perceive as challenging (Rao and Gaige, 2006). Social stories have the potential to influence behaviour and alleviate anxiety in certain children with autism, and these positive effects can be sustained over time. The use of social stories is implemented to assist children who find transitions and disruptions in their routines unsettling, by supplying them with new information to help them comprehend and navigate the new social situations (Bucholz, 2012 and Penton, 2010). Research has demonstrated, implementing social story interventions have led to positive changes in functional abilities, prosocial skills, and a reduction in disruptive behaviours (Vollmer, 2023 and Bucholz 2012). They have supported and improved learning for children with additional learning needs within mainstream classrooms (Wright et all, 2020).  
According to Smith (2003), it is crucial to comprehend the child’s behaviour as a foundational step in creating social stories (Penton, 2010) and every social story should be distinct and tailored to the individual, considering their interests, needs and age, as well as the specific purpose for which the social story is being created (Bucholz, 2012). Although, if social stories are not conducted properly, the full effect and benefit of them may not be portrayed or witnessed. It is often stated, to conduct an effective social story specialist help is required to create them (Wright et al. 2020 and Iskander and Rosales, 2013), resulting in extra workload for the practitioner (Reynhout and Carter, 2009).
A further teaching method that could be adopted is effective communication between all parties and the sharing of relevant information. For children with ASC, the effectiveness of parent-teacher communication is a crucial factor in building and maintaining successful partnerships between families and schools. The effectiveness of parents and teachers in collaboratively resolving issues may be just as significant as any direct intervention (Bennie, 2023 and Azad et al., 2016). It is good practice for practitioners to communicate with parents/carers and inform them on any upcoming changes in the classroom. This allows for the information to be relayed to the child at home, as well as within the educational setting, effectively preparing the child for alterations in their routine and maintaining consistency (Bennie, 2023 and Syriopoulou-Delli, Cassimos and Polychronopoulou, 2016).
Additionally, outside agencies and practitioners entering the classroom working with the children, such as student teachers, can be provided with relevant information and documents on children with additional learning needs. For example, one-page profiles and Individual Development Plans (IDPs). This provides the individual with all necessary information regarding the needs of the pupil and how best to support them (Cross Country Education, 2021 and Carmarthenshire County Council, No Date)
The Welsh Government (2016) imply within their Inclusion and Pupil Support document, inclusion is a process that ensures all pupils have access to equal opportunities tailored to their individual needs, fostering a sense of belonging within the school community. Schools must adjust their organisational structures and approaches to meet the diverse needs of all students while valuing the development of each child (Welsh Government, 2016). 
Therefore, by implementing these next steps and teaching methods into practice, the practitioner is providing an inclusive environment for all children and is following mandatory legislation. Additionally, the next steps discussed, support and promotes the child’s rights and the UNCRC Article 23 (Unicef, No Date). As well as The ALN Code of Practice (Welsh Government, 2021). 

	














Discussion 
The observation period and identifying and reflecting upon critical incidents has prepared myself for future practice. The observations and the academic research and findings that I have carried out, additional to writing this assignment has allowed for me to deepen my knowledge surrounding Additional Learning Needs and has provided me with in depth knowledge regarding ASC. As well as teaching and learning methods that can be implemented into practice to best support individuals with a diagnosis of ASC. During my time as a teacher, both on placement and in my future career, I am going to ensure I implement the teaching and learning methods identified and discussed.  
Additional to further knowledge surrounding ASC, writing this assignment, and engaging with literature has provided me with further knowledge on the importance of health and wellbeing within primary schools. Engaging with relevant and mandatory documents including The New Curriculum, (Welsh Government, 2020) and Successful Futures (Donaldson, 2015), has made me aware of the importance of teaching health and wellbeing from a young age. Two potential wellbeing resources and interventions I could use within my practice to ensure every child is content and regulated are Zones of Proximal Development and The Leuven Scale (MacRae and Jones, 2023).
During my time on placement and my future practice as a teacher, I will ensure to build positive relationships with all pupils within the class to get to know them as individuals and learn their abilities and needs. I will liaise with colleagues and members of staff within the classroom to find out if any children within the class have any additional learning needs and how best to support them. As a practitioner working with young children, I will also ensure to highlight the importance of health and wellbeing and implement wellbeing sessions into my classroom environment. I will ensure that before I am expecting children to engage and learn, each individuals’ basic needs have been met.
This experience has also provided me with the knowledge of different reflective models that can be used within practice, and the importance of reflecting upon your practice. It has made one realised how important inclusionary practices are and therefore, I will ensure I change my teaching and provision for the needs of the learners to make sure each child is receiving their own, unique and adapted learning experience. 
The practice in which I am going to carry out during my placement is underpinned my good theory. After finding much research (Rangvid, 2018, Bucholz, 2012, Sealand, 2010, Penton, 2010 and Rao and Reggie, 2006) showing the importance of inclusionary environments and inclusive teachers, as well as the positive effects of the use of visual aids and effective communication between parents/carers and teachers. These are all aspects which I deem as important and are things I will ensure to implement into my practice to support each individual child and their own, unique needs. 



















Conclusion
To bring this assignment to a close, the critical incident observed and reflected upon to find next teaching steps and methods, involved a young child within a Nursery/Reception class who has an IDP and has a diagnosis of ASC. Child A was withdrawn and disengaged throughout the school day due to a change of structure in his usual school routine. The change of routine being a student teacher within the class. 
Tripp’s method of observation and reflection have been used to undertake observations and reflect upon the critical incidents. Further methods of reflective practice, including Brookfield’s Four Lenses Model have also been used to identify how incidents can affect all of those within the setting and to get the best reflection in support of identifying next teaching steps and learning methods that can be implemented into practice. 
Any teaching and learning methods and interventions that can be implemented into practice can be critiqued and have negative aspects, therefore it is essential they are thoroughly researched to ensure they are the correct intervention to be implementing into practice. The teaching and learning methods identified, including visual aids, social stories and effective communication, would be impactful if implemented into a classroom as much research, which has been discussed throughout the teaching and learning methods, has been conducted surrounding these methods and portray positive results and outcomes. 
Carrying out this assignment and undertaking additional research, I have begun to cover the professional learning aspect of the five professional standards (Welsh Government, 2019). By creating an inclusive environment with effective teaching strategies and communication between all parties during my placement and future teaching, I will be touching upon the overarching values and dispositions of the professional teaching standards by ensuring the rights of learners and meeting the collaboration, leadership, and pedagogy professional standards (Welsh Government, 2019).
Moving on to the placements I am going to attend during my PGCE, I am going to use Tripp’s methods of observation and reflective practice and Brookfield’s Four Lenses Reflective Model to observe mentors and reflect upon their practice. I will also use these strategies to reflect upon my own practice to identify my strengths and weaknesses and ensure I am providing the best possible education and developmental experiences and opportunities for all children.
Undertaking this assignment has allowed for me to critically think about my future practice as a teacher and has provided me with the opportunity to research good qualities of teaching and learning environments. It has allowed for me to conclude that I am going to ensure I provide an inclusive environment, be an inclusive teacher and implement different teaching and learning methods into practice to support each individual child.
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