A Critical Evaluation and the Identification of Next Teaching and Learning Steps Focussing on a Case Study of an Individual Learner or Group of Learners, Based on an Observed Critical Incident.

Introduction – 250/192
Defined by Tripp (2011), a critical incident is an observed event that has a significant effect on a person, creating a turning-point or change in their life. In relation to the educational world, these incidents may not be noticeable initially, however they can and do have a significant influence on the teaching and learning that occurs in a classroom setting.
The critical incident in question for this evaluation was observed in the second lesson of the day in a busy Year 2 classroom, three weeks into the school year. The event itself concerned one individual in the classroom who had done some ‘excellent’ artwork and had received a sticker for her efforts. Despite this incident concerning only one individual, the teaching and learning steps discussed in this evaluation will be relevant to the group of learners as a whole and their everyday school life. 
Therefore, the purpose of this critical evaluation is to identify and research the next teaching and learning steps in relation to the use of stickers as reward systems to enforce positive reinforcement and behaviour management in the classroom environment, whilst also encouraging the development of the children’s self-esteem. 
The Role of Critical Reflection – 500/523
“Reflection implies that the teachers review thoughtfully and systematically what they have done in the past with a view to sustaining or improving their practice in the future.” 
(Winch, Oancea & Orchard, 2015, p. 7)





In teaching, critical reflection is crucial, enabling you to “analyse and evaluate what is happening in your own lessons, and to use your professional judgement both to reflect and act upon these analyses and evaluations to improve pupil learning and the quality of your teaching” (Zwozdiak-Myers, 2012, p. 3). There are many critical reflection models that help guide educational professionals in adopting “reflective attitudes of open-mindedness, responsibility and whole-heartedness” (Dewey, 1933, cited in Zwozdiak-Myers, 2012, p. 5). 
To begin with, Kolb’s (1984) Experiential Learning Cycle (see Figure 1), suggests that reflective learning comes from 4 components that interconnect. The cycle can be entered at any stage, however a learner must experience all 4 elements before being able to transform the information into knowledge (McLeod, 2017).
Schon (1978) believed that reflection can happen in 2 stages: reflection in action and reflection on action. By reflecting during the event an individual can become “more dynamic and responsive” allowing them to develop their skills in dealing with a situation there and then, while reflecting on an event afterwards allows them more time to “consider the situation” and how they could respond differently next time (Hebert, 2015, cited in EWSUK, 2020). Even though most reflective models require the individual to participate in every step, Schon’s (1978) model suggests that there is no need to carry out both types of reflection to gain insight from the reflective practice (EWCUK, 2020). 
Brookfield (1995) proposed that we should reflect on our practice by looking at it through 4 different ‘lenses’; the autobiographical (self-reflection), the student’s eyes, our colleagues’ experiences and the theoretical literature. By looking at the experience from these 4 different perspectives, we can form a more rounded view and so are constantly learning and developing new ideas on how to make the experience better for everybody involved (Brookfield, 1995).  
Despite all of these models being slightly different to each other, there are 3 core elements that run through them all; In order to critically reflect on an event (or in the teacher’s case a lesson), first you must start with an experience, then take time to reflect on that experience, before developing new ideas on how you can improve it for next time. This contributes to an individual’s “understanding of how to translate pedagogical knowledge into their own practice” (Zwozdiak-Myers, 2012, p. xii) and is an “important core component” for their professional development as teachers (Zwozdiak-Myers, 2012, p. xi).
By developing the Curriculum for Wales 2022, the Welsh Government have shown that they are actively thinking and reflecting on new ways to improve the teaching and learning of the children of Wales. The Professional Standards for Teaching and Leadership (2019) highlight the need for continuous professional learning in Initial Teacher Education courses and for Newly Qualified Teachers. In doing so they are raising the “educational standards and maximising the learning potential” (Zwozdiak-Myers, 2012, p. xi) for the next generation of children and teachers.
Observation, School and Class Context – 250/259
In line with the British Educational Research Association (BERA, 2018) guidelines “the confidential and anonymous treatment of participants’ data is considered the norm for the conduct of research”, and so the school, staff and pupils observed will remain anonymous. The observation took place in a local, mixed-gender primary school in the town of Gorseinon, which is situated in the City and County of Swansea (Estyn, 2017). Being one of the only Welsh Medium Primary schools in the area, it had quite a large cohort; with 21 classrooms from Nursery up to Year 6, more than 50 staff members and over 600 smartly dressed children in attendance, between the ages of 3 and 11. Due to the large number of pupils the school was organised with more than one class in each year group, split depending on the children’s date of birth. Some of the children came from Welsh-speaking homes, however most were from English speaking families. In 2017, Estyn reported that 13% of pupils had additional learning needs and that only a small number came from ethnic minority or mixed backgrounds. Only 7% of the pupils were eligible for free school meals in 2017, which is much lower than the national average of 19% (Estyn, 2017). From a student teacher perspective, it seemed to me that the school had embraced and integrated the Curriculum for Wales 2022 into many of their teachings already (Curriculum for Wales, 2020), and the overall impression the school gave was a happy one, with smiling children that seemed to engage positively with the learning. 
Critical Incident Linked to Donaldson’s 4 Purposes – 500/586
Throughout the day I observed several interesting and thought-provoking critical incidents, however the one that sparked my interest the most happened in the Year 2 classroom just before the end of the lesson. The class consisted of 24 children aged between 6-7, focussing on emotions and how colours can also reflect and evoke different feelings. There were 4 different activity sections set up, all of which the children would participate in and complete by focussing on one per session over the next 4 weeks. One group were concentrating on Kandinsky’s Colour Study of Squares with Concentric Circles (see Figure 2); they were to pick an emotion and then recreate their own 6 pictures in the style of Kandinsky, reflecting on that particular feeling using different coloured pencils. At the end of the lesson, Mr S (the class teacher) gathered the children on the carpet and proceeded to show Child A’s work to the whole class, stating how excellent her drawings and understanding of the task had been, and that she would be awarded a sticker under the art section of her book. Child A was visibly proud of herself and happy that her work had been singled out and praised in front of the whole class. The incident I will be focussing on for this assignment therefore is the use of stickers as rewards in the classroom, in relation to positive reinforcement and behaviour management within the classroom setting. 
The Curriculum for Wales 2020 is based around 4 main purposes that ultimately should enable schools to develop a curriculum that “supports its learners to become: ambitious, capable learners who are ready to learn throughout their lives; enterprising, creative contributors who are ready to play a full part in life and work; ethical, informed citizens of Wales and the world; and healthy, confident individuals who are ready to lead fulfilling lives as valued members of society” (Curriculum for Wales 2020, p. 23-25). This incident of rewarding a child with a sticker, relates to all 4 of Donaldson’s purposes, however of most interest to me is its relation to both the support of the pupil’s becoming ambitious, capable learners and them becoming healthy, confident individuals.
In relation to individuals leaving school and becoming ambitious, capable learners, it is important that they learn to enjoy a challenge and to set high, yet achievable, goals for themselves. By aiming for a reward, such as a sticker, the children will be able to challenge and build on the knowledge and skills they have already developed and can learn to apply it in different contexts to problem solve in new situations for desired results. By doing exceptional work in the classroom, Mr S rewarded Child A with a sticker (an extrinsic motivator), however Child A had not expected to receive a sticker and so her intrinsic motivation was then fuelled even more by this external acknowledgment. In future this will lead to her becoming more ambitious, with the ability to explain big ideas and concepts which will then enable her to continue at her high achieving level.   
By using positive reinforcement in the classroom, Mr S assists the children in developing healthy relationships with others and the confidence to perform well in class. With the goal of growing into healthy, confident individuals, the children should be able to develop their emotional and social well-being during their time at school and therefore they will become resilient to obstacles and be able to develop strategies to cope independently and confidently in the real world.
Literature Review – 1500/1838
Positive reinforcement - 531
“In wanting the best for children’s development, we should be mindful of ways to facilitate positive development in children’s social dispositions.” 
(Katz & McClellan, 1999, cited in Moberly et al 2005, p. 361)
The Behaviourism Theory is a popular concept that focuses on the idea that development and learning occur when changes are made to the environment surrounding a child (Watson, 1930, cited in Boyd & Bee, 2009, p. 32). Skinner (1904-1990) developed this idea further and coined the term Operant Conditioning, which focusses on the suggestion that behaviours are learned by the individual either repeating or stopping the behaviour depending on the consequences that follow it, specifically a reinforcement or a punishment (Boyd & Bee, 2009, p. 33). Behaviours that are followed by positive consequences are more likely to be repeated (McLeod, 2018), hence the term positive reinforcement being used to describe the pleasant consequence that happens following a desired behaviour (Boyd & Bee, 2009, p. 33). When positive reinforcement occurs, the behaviour is strengthened by the reward and is more likely to be repeated (McLeod, 2018). In the words of Skinner 1964, “positive reinforcement is extremely powerful”.
Thanks to this theory, many educational professionals have adopted the use of material rewards, such as stickers, to motivate children and support their learning and behavioural needs (Hardy & McLeod, 2020; Boyd & Bee, 2009, p. 266):
“The teacher who efficiently dispenses stickers and candy and the loss of privilege has learnt to use the behaviourist theory.” 
(Moberly et al, 2005, p. 360)
[bookmark: _Hlk85905777]This strategy has been seen as “essential and effective” (Hardy & McLeod, 2020) in supporting children’s learning of desired behaviours and has had a “significant impact on education” (Cameron & Pierce, 1994, p. 363) mainly because “children crave approval, and rewards are the physical manifestation of that” (Eddison, 2013, p. 36). By using positive reinforcement, these professionals are promoting the children’s use of desired behaviours and skills in the classroom, which will then be reflected in real-life contexts with the hope that they can then sustain them over time (Hardy & McLeod, 2020), linking in nicely with Donaldson’s 4 purposes of the Curriculum for Wales 2022, and the goal of every individual leaving education being “ready to lead fulfilling lives as valued members of society” (Curriculum for Wales 2020, p. 23-25). 
Building the self-esteem of children is also vital in their development into healthy, confident individuals as “children with high self-esteem are generally motivated and will seek to achieve well in life” (Howard et al, 2020, p. 71). By using praise and rewards to reinforce acceptable behaviour, the idea is that an individual’s self-esteem will also be positively affected (Howard et al, 2020, p. 60), leading them to be more “optimistic, less anxious and have higher problem-solving skills” in their daily lives (Plummer & Harper, 2007, cited in Howard et al, 2020, p. 70). In the classroom setting, by “listening to the children and praising them for their effort” the child’s self-esteem will build (Howard et al, 2020, p. 83) and in doing so they will also “feel they have a genuine voice” (Howard et al, 2020, p. 39) which has an overall positive effect on their general well-being.
When stickers don’t work - 567
[bookmark: _Hlk85913969]Even though most of the literature supports the use of stickers as a reward system for children, there is some evidence that questions the effect of extrinsic motivators on the child’s learning. To differentiate between extrinsic and intrinsic motivation; when a child does something because they know they will get an external reward for doing so, their motivation is extrinsic, whereas intrinsic motivation is what happens when an individual does something because it is “inherently interesting or enjoyable” to them (Deci & Ryan, 2000 p. 55). Moberly et al (2005) suggested that most of the time it is the “teacher’s choice to use extrinsic rewards” (Moberly et al 2005, p. 363), and Dinwiddie (1994) argues that “when extrinsic motivation is used, we are not helping children to learn to respond to their own needs and learn acceptable prosocial behaviours” (Dinwiddie, 1994, cited in Moberly et al, 2005), rather that the children are learning the behaviour because of the likelihood of gaining a reward, and not because of their intrinsic motivation and self-discipline. Schaeffer (2018) suggested that “intrinsic motivation is just as beneficial and encouraging to students” (Schaeffer, 2018, p. 34) and questioned the effect an external reward has on the intrinsic factors stated above (Schaeffer, 2018, p. 7). Despite Cameron & Pierce (1994) having previously concluded that extrinsic motivators do not have a negative effect on intrinsic motivation, Deci, Koestner & Ryan (1999) later disagreed and stated that “tangible rewards tend to have a substantially negative effect on, and tend to decrease intrinsic motivation” (Deci et al, 1999, p. 659). According to their meta-analytic review of the issues in question, the specific effect the reward itself has on the individual’s “underlying intrinsic motivation” and their “perceived self-determination and competence” (Deci et al, 1999, p. 628) is the problem with extrinsic motivators, not necessarily the specific external motivation. They concluded that extrinsic motivators, such as stickers, are “only effective when they are tied to high standards” (Deci et al, 1999, cited in Boyd & Bee, 2009, p. 266) however teachers in the United States often reward them for less deserving behaviours. Morgan & Ellis (2011) also stated that “stickers are a convenient way to reward children, but giving a child too many stickers will reduce their value” (Morgan & Ellis, 2011, p. 37). In this instance, if one child is rewarded for doing exceptional work, and then another for doing something less significant, this will deem the reward system to be confusing and unreliable, reducing the sticker’s value altogether. 
Considering those children who have experienced early trauma and loss, it is important to note that “this damage profoundly affects a child’s emotional and social development, which can seriously impede their ability to learn and make sense of the intentions and interactions of others” (Bomber, 2007, p. 3). Some of these children can understand behaviour modification techniques and will act accordingly, however in others their behaviour may deteriorate because “it’s as if they use this intervention as an opportunity to confirm their low self-worth” (Bomber, 2007, p. 51). Therefore, the sticker reward system can potentially be harmful to those students who may never get a sticker, or who may get rewarded for something but not fully understand why. To overcome this, it is important that teacher’s “make sure that these children have opportunities for success” (Bomber, 2007, p. 48) as otherwise it can easily lead to them giving up.
Is it bad though? - 374
When reflecting on the original ideas behind Skinner’s (1964) Operant Conditioning and considering the consequence of punishment instead of reward, it can lead to very negative responses in children, leading them to develop feelings of “anger, defiance and wanting revenge” (Kohn, 1994, cited in Moberly et al, 2005, p. 360). Schaeffer (2018) observed this and stated that “when a student did not receive an immediate reinforcer, then an undesired behaviour would typically follow” (Schaeffer, 2018, p. 5). Students with additional learning needs are seen to need “a more immediate form of reinforcement for completing tasks” (Schaeffer, 2018, p. 5) and therefore, by using a “blend of extrinsic and intrinsic motivators to provide continual positive reinforcement” (Schaeffer, 2018, p. 30) in the classroom the teacher will likely be more in control of the behaviour. To minimise the chance of extrinsic rewards losing their value therefore, Eddison (2013) devised 3 methods of using stickers as rewards; Initially, to “avoid inflation” the chances of winning a sticker at the start of term or topic are high, and then once the children have settled into the learning, they must work harder to get the reward. Secondly, “be specific” in what gains a child a sticker, don’t just give them out for minimal effort and make sure the child understands why they have been rewarded. Lastly, “use the sticker as currency” for the children to collect and then be able to use them to choose from a better selection of rewards. By doing this the “humble sticker” becomes “one of the most effective weapons” in managing behaviour in the classroom (Eddison, 2013, p. 36). 
Another significant aspect of positive reinforcement to consider is in what manner the behaviour is recognised and rewarded within the classroom setting – for some individual’s it is important to “celebrate with high energy and to include the rest of the class” (Morgan & Ellis, 2011, p. 34), but for others the public display may not be necessary and might inhibit them so another reward system may be better suited. No matter how the reward is given “positive attitudes are contagious” (Morgan & Ellis, 2011, p. 20) and so a positive, happy, safe classroom environment is vital for the children to be engaged with the learning. 
Does this flow on to next bit???
Wellbeing - 366
“Research is increasingly suggesting that children who experience a greater sense of holistic well‐being are: more able to learn and assimilate information in effective ways; more likely to engage in healthy and fulfilling social behaviours; more likely to invest in their own and others' well‐being and in the sustainability of the planet, as they take up their social, professional and leadership roles in adulthood.”
 (Awartani, Whitman & Gordon, 2008, p. 54)
The Leuven Scale was created to measure a child’s well-being and involvement in relation to their capacity for deep level learning and development (Emotionally Healthy Schools, 2021). Laever’s (2015) suggested that to assess a child’s well-being “we first have to explore the degree in which children feel at ease, act spontaneously, and show vitality and self-confidence” (Laevers, 2015, p. 2). Once a child’s basic needs have been met, in line with Maslow’s (1943) Hierarchy of Needs (see Figure 3), the adult needs to assess their involvement, to ensure that they are in a “challenging environment that favours intrinsically motivated learning” (Laevers, 2015, p. 2). In this way the children will be intensely stimulated and functioning at their highest level of thinking, gaining a deeper level of learning. The Curriculum for Wales 2020 has been influenced by Laever’s (2015) vison of experiential education holding much of the same values for the next generation of adults and their “feeling of belonging and connectedness to the universe and all its creatures” (Laevers, 2015, p. 7). Howard et al (2020) agree that a child can only learn to their fullest potential when they are feeling completely at ease and engaged. By creating “daily lessons which engage and encourage children to take ownership of their learning” (Morgan & Ellis, 2011, p. 43), behaviour management will also be easier. Morgan & Ellis (2011) state that every individual has a right to “the opportunity to learn without the interference or disruptions of others” (Morgan & Ellis, 2011, p. 18), and by using positive reinforcement in the form of stickers in the classroom the “wheels of good behaviour” are oiled, suggesting that the learning in a classroom is intensified and is less likely to be disrupted by undesired behaviours (Eddison, 2013, p. 36).
Reflection/Evaluation and Next Steps – 700/764
Intro – 84
“Critical reflection blends learning through experiences with theoretical and technical learning to form new knowledge constructions and new behaviours or insights.” 
(Shandomo. 2010, p. 101)
As a result of this literature review, I have been made aware of both the positive and the negative aspects of using positive reinforcement in the classroom to aid learning and guide behaviour management. Children are born ready to learn and as teachers it’s our goal to help them realise their full potential (Bomber, 2007). It is vital, therefore, that we support and nurture children into becoming “ambitious, capable learners” who are “ready to learn throughout their lives” (Curriculum for Wales 2022, p. 23).
Use positive reinforcement - 178
Most of the literature I found supported the use of positive reinforcement in the classroom, not only for learning but also in terms of encouraging positive behaviour and building the learner’s self-esteem. Ultimately, “all children like to be rewarded” (Morgan & Ellis, 2011, p. 40) and so, by using daily positive reinforcement in the classroom to “help focus the children and to create a calm positive environment” (Morgan & Ellis, 2011, p. 34) the students will become intrinsically motivated from the initial extrinsic motivators (Schaeffer, 2018). 
Therefore, If I aim to use a variety of extrinsic and intrinsic rewards throughout the day to keep the activity completion high, the children will be engaged in the learning and be more open to new ideas. The extrinsic rewards can be anything from “the must-have Christmas toy or a simple sticky piece of paper with a face drawn on it” (Eddison, 2013, p. 36), if they are being rewarded and learn to develop their intrinsic motivation from this it will in due course have a positive effect on the individual’s learning. 
Behaviour management is key - 175
“As teachers we can have the best curriculum planning, an abundance of wonderful teaching resources and excellent subject knowledge but this will be totally ineffective if behaviour management has not been given the same priority”
(Morgan & Ellis 2011, pg. 9)
For a learning environment to be productive and successful, I have learnt that it is important for good behaviour management to be “embedded into the daily routines of the classroom” (Morgan & Ellis, 2011, p. 9). When children feel as though they belong and that their opinions are valued, they tend to behave well (Howard et al, 2020), so by using positive reinforcement to support their learning and behavioural needs (Hardy & McLeod, 2020) I will create a healthy, positive learning environment.
By having consistent and clear boundaries of what behaviours are acceptable, and by using praise and rewards to encourage these behaviours in my classroom, the children’s self-esteem will grow and they will subconsciously learn how to maintain behaviours and react desirably in real-life stations (Howard et al, 2020; Hardy & McLeod, 2020).  
Be aware of trauma children - 223
While reading, I was reminded that the children in my classroom can come from a variety of different backgrounds, so it is important to develop positive relationships with every individual as I, in my role as an educational professional, “may be the only adult they may learn to trust and feel understood by” (Howard et al, 2020, p. 54). Several children could have additional learning needs or may have been exposed to early trauma and loss causing them to get stuck in a developmental stage that means the “emotional, social, and academic tasks” in school need to be differentiated due to their “symbolic or abstract nature” (Bomber, 2007, p. 48). For these children “having a supportive relationship with an identified person is key” (Howard et al, 2020, p. 6) as they will naturally have difficulties in school, so by committing to every individual’s needs I will try and be genuinely inclusive of every child (Bomber, 2007). For some individuals “social success is valued just as highly as academic prowess” (Howard et al, 2020, p. 145) so by using a “thinking and caring approach” (Moberly et al, 2005, p. 365) alongside positive reinforcement in my classroom, I will aim to support the belief that “all children are important and that they deserve the best educational opportunities and care” (Howard et al, 2020, p. 114). 
Wellbeing is important - 104
“Good mental health is the foundation of healthy development.” 
(Howard et al 2020, pg. 2)
Since the school setting is where I and my class will be spending a significant amount of our week, it is important to me that the pupils are happy and willing to engage with the learning in my classroom. To ensure that this happens I strive to create a colourful, happy and inclusive learning environment, where the children will feel safe and their ideas will be valued. In doing so I hope to build their self-confidence, self-esteem and resilience in order to better prepare them for the outside world.  
Conclusion – 300/228
“Despite criticisms of positive reinforcement generally, and especially in early childhood education settings, research supports the use of positive reinforcement with young children” (Hardy & McLeod, 2020)
After critically evaluating the observed critical incident of a child receiving a sticker in the classroom, I have identified and researched my next teaching and learning steps regarding the use of stickers as reward systems to enforce positive reinforcement and behaviour management in the classroom. From my literature review I have discovered that positive reinforcement is an essential part of a child’s learning of acceptable behaviours as “behaviour that is followed by pleasant consequences is likely to be repeated” (McLeod, 2018). Even though the majority of the literature supported the use of positive reinforcement, it was highlighted that using only extrinsic motivators may not have the desired positive effect on a child’s learning, and that the goal is for an individual to learn by using intrinsic motivation. To learn at their full potential and develop the intrinsic motivation, it is important for a child to feel safe and valued in the school environment. We can provide this environment by using “class-based strategies which involve listening to children and praising them for their effort” (Howard et al, 2020, p. 83) which will also help to promote their self-esteem allowing them to develop into healthy, confident individuals ready to learn throughout their lives. 
