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Introduction:
Decades of research demonstrate that reflective practice is invaluable across many occupations – especially teaching (Marshall, 2019). In particular, Benade (2015) identified that reflective practice is a form of professional development, as it facilitates the consideration of any discrepancy between theory and practice. Theories serve as a crucial framework for practice as they provide educators with a way to interpret student behaviour and outcomes (Jarvis, 2006). In preparation for a career in teaching, the researcher actively engaged in reflective practice by closely observing a critical incident that occurred in a classroom setting. Flanagan (1954) first defined the term ‘critical incident’ as an event that may lead to serious implications or consequences. However, recent research has challenged Flanagan’s (1954) definition as being too equivocal and arbitrary (Fuglsang, 2017). Alternatively, the World Health Organisation (WHO, 2017) offer an insightful definition. They consider a critical incident to be any conduct or event that deviates from a person’s usual range of experiences. Unlike Flanagan (1954), WHO’s definition highlights the significance of context, as what may be considered untypical – thereby critical – to one may not be for another. In addition, Lukasik (2016) emphasises that critical incidents are not necessarily negative occurrences; they often encompass positive occurrences. Consequently, critical incidents can – in some instances – serve as a form of ‘Assessment for Learning’ (AfL) – thus relating to the 12 Pedagogical Principles in the Curriculum for Wales, thereby demonstrating its significance (Welsh Government, 2022). During the observation, the researcher adopted Tripp’s (1993) critical incident methodology. Tripp’s (1993) methodology derives from the ideology that incidents are not independent; rather they occur continuously throughout the school day. Nonetheless, through interpretive analysis, the incidents can be rendered critical based on the significance of their impact. Tripp’s (1993) methodology comprises four steps: observe, analyse, plan, and develop. As evidenced in the appendices section, one critical incident was recorded from the observation. The focal point of the incident is Child X, who frequently raised their hand for reassurance from the teacher during activities, while their peers worked together and utilised their autonomy in the classroom. The objective of this assignment is to analyse the critical incident involving Child X using Tripp’s (1993) methodology and provide recommendations for next teaching steps for future practice. Following a brief description of the school context, a review of the literature will outline key theories that provide understanding and relevance to the critical incident. Subsequently, a comprehensive case study will offer further analysis and discussion of the critical incident involving Child X. Utilising the insights from the literature and case study, the researcher will provide reflections and recommendations on next teaching steps for future practice. Notable themes within this essay include child development theories such as attachment theory (Bowlby, 1969) and Piaget’s theory of cognitive development (Piaget, 1964).

School Context:
In alignment with the British Educational Research Association (BERA) Guidelines (2018), identifying data relating to the school, staff, and students will remain confidential. The observation took place in an English-medium primary school classroom. During the observation, 23 students were present. Based on the expected levels of achievement for the class, the students appeared to be working towards progression step 3 of the Curriculum for Wales. The students were arranged in mixed-ability groups and a Learning Support Assistant (LSA) was present to offer one-to-one assistance to a student with a visual impairment. The observation began at 9:30am while students were engaging in a Language, Literature, and Communications (LLC) lesson regarding inferences and comprehension. From the layout and displays of the classroom, it is evident that the school values student collaboration. Most prominently, the classroom teacher adopted a range of teaching techniques during the lesson – aligning with the 12 Pedological Principles, thereby demonstrating effective practice (Welsh Government, 2022). Ultimately, the teacher appeared to be committed to providing a high-quality education. 


Literature Review:
Upon analysis, the researcher identified that child development theories could offer insight into Child X’s behaviour in the classroom. Particularly, Child X’s lack of interaction with peers and their need for reassurance – thus relating to emotional, social, and cognitive development. Therefore, the review explores literature describing the impact of child development theories on children’s confidence and peer relationships. In addition, the review offers insight into the role of the school in promoting such development. 

Although fundamental research emphasises the value of collaborative learning (Robbins and Hoggan, 2019), a wealth of evidence suggests that it is equally essential to consider Piaget’s (1964) stages of cognitive development when fostering it. Piaget’s (1964) theory proposes that children go through 4 main stages of cognitive development: sensorimotor stage (0-2 years), preoperational stage (2-7 years), concrete operational stage (7-12 years), and formal operational stage (12+ years). Babakr et al (2019) elaborate that children must master specific cognitive tasks in each stage of development before they can progress to the next. Prominently, Light (2017) indicates that students who struggle with collaboration and peer relationships are likely to be in the preoperational stage. During the preoperational stage, children tend to be egocentric – thus meaning that they are unable to grasp the perspective of others (Light, 2017). Consequently, children are likely to struggle with collaborative tasks such as sharing, taking turns, reasoning, and listening – thereby affecting peer relationships. Light’s (2017) paper involves a wide spread of literature – thus indicating that their review is likely reliable. Notably, Piaget’s (1964) theory has been subject to various criticisms. Sanghvi (2020) claims that the theory is outdated and that Piaget’s methodology is flawed, while Pedapati (2020) argues that development cannot be categorised into stages. Nonetheless, Piaget’s (1964) contributions to education cannot be denied. His theories influenced a new perspective of the child and new teaching approaches still used in contemporary society. 

One approach derived from Piaget’s theory is scaffolding. Scaffolding entails the teacher breaking down complex tasks into smaller, manageable tasks – that suit the learner’s stage of cognitive development – and providing support (Belland, 2013). Morcom (2016) elaborates that scaffolding can be used to encourage effective peer collaboration. They claim that breaking down tasks can provide clear direction for students during group work – thus allowing them to better understand their roles and avoid conflicts. Prominently, Nijs et al (2016) add that it is crucial to assess the group dynamic before breaking down tasks to ensure that students are not limited. Research by Varghese (2019) explores the impact of scaffolding on confidence and peer relationships. Their observation – of three sets of pairs – established that lasting peer relationships can be formed with sufficient scaffolding. While the study is small scale, it involved numerous educated professionals, therefore the source is deemed credible. Overall, Piaget’s enduring influence validates the relevance of his cognitive development theory – thus, offering an insightful explanation and intervention for poor collaboration skills. 

Moreover, Erikson’s (1950) psychosocial development theory offers an alternative perspective to explain confidence and peer relationships. In contrast to Piaget (1964), Erikson (1950) emphasises the significance of social and emotional experiences, as opposed to cognitive processes. Erikson (1950) proposes that individuals go through 8 predictable stages of psychological and social growth. The 8 stages consist of challenges that individuals must overcome to successfully move onto the next including initiative vs guilt (3 to 6 years) and industry vs inferiority (6 to 12 years). Maree (2022) elaborates that those who struggle to accomplish a particular stage are likely to experience low self-esteem and detrimental effects on their peer relationships. Orenstein and Lewis (2022) apply this to the industry vs inferiority stage (6 to 12 years) whereby children are expected to develop a sense of autonomy and competence. They suggest that failure to meet this can result in isolation as students feel inferior to their peers. Notably, Erikson’s (1950) theory is susceptible to similar criticisms as Piaget’s. Dunkel and Harbke (2017) contend that there is a lack of empirical evidence to support Erikson’s (1950) claim. However, Erikson’s (1950) theory is closely related to Deci and Ryan’s (1985) self-determination theory (SDT). SDT signifies that autonomy, competence and relatedness are basic human needs that drive motivation – those identified within Erikson’s (1950) stages. Substantial studies support SDT. Schmidt et al (2020) uncovered that those who demonstrated autonomy and competence experienced more happiness, contentment, and engagement with peers inside and outside the classroom. Schmidt et al (2020) study benefits from a mixed-methodology approach – thus signifying that the results are likely reliable. While Thomaes et al (2017) study supports this, they also uncovered that a lack of relatedness can result in misbehaviour which stems from the need for validation and approval – thus relating to confidence. Although there is some debate on the validity of Erikson’s (1950) psychosocial stages, it is evident that the concepts that they discuss have a significant impact on one’s self-esteem and relationships with peers. As a result, educators must consider such stages and concepts when approaching such issues within the classroom. 

Likewise, Erikson’s (1950) theory has influenced contemporary pedagogy such as developmentally appropriate practice (DAP). DAP refers to an interventional practice that is tailored to the student’s socio-emotional development (Alghamdi and Ernest, 2016). It is underpinned by the phenomenon that every child is unique – thus emphasising the need for differentiation within the classroom. Evidence by Herbert et al (2022) signifies its effects in promoting peer relationships. They applied a group problem-solving intervention – utilising the teacher as a mediator - to foster a classroom culture that encourages collaboration. Post-intervention, teachers reported a significant increase in prosocial behaviours in the classroom. Notably, Herbert et al’s (2022) study relies on subjectivity – therefore, their study may suffer from self-report bias. Nonetheless, Hanish et al (2021) research utilised an alternative DAP intervention yet obtained identical results. When Hanish et al (2021) applied ‘Buddy Up’ (a peer pairing intervention), inclusion increased inside and outside the classroom. Ultimately, the evidence suggesting the impact of DAP on socio-emotional growth highlights the significance of Erikson’s (1950) theory and presents educators with innovative approaches to foster positive peer relationships. 

Lastly, Bowlby’s (1959) attachment theory considers the impact of early childhood experiences on peer relationships and self-esteem in later life. Attachment theory refers to the bond created by an individual and their caregiver during infancy (Fearon and Roisman, 2017). Bowlby’s (1959) theory proposed 4 attachment types: secure, anxious-avoidant, avoidant-dismissive, and disorganised. Research by Jarvis (2019) relates undesired behaviour in the classroom to toxic stress and attachment types. When subdued to toxic stress, ‘fight or flight’ reactions are on standby. Jarvis (2019) claims that ‘fight’ reactions observed in individuals with an avoidant-dismissive attachment type are deemed inappropriate, unpredictable, and potentially violent behaviours. In contrast, ‘flight’ reactions observed in individuals with an anxious-avoidant attachment type are likely anxious, disengaged, and withdrawn behaviours. Behaviours which have a detrimental impact on peer relationships (Santiago et al, 2017). While Bowlby’s (1959) theory is insightful, Fitzgerald (2020) contends that it fails to acknowledge external factors such as socioeconomic status and the role of other caregivers. Despite this, profound evidence indicates the efficiency of offering ‘secure attachments’ in education (Dansby et al, 2019). Hughes et al (2019) explain that remaining dependable, consistent, and nurturing promotes emotional regulation for students. While Hughes et al (2019) research relies on qualitative data, they utilised extensive secondary research – therefore, their results are likely reliable. Significantly, Rose (2016) reports that 97% of educators in their wide-scale study agreed that attachment-aware training improved their professional practice. Dingwall and Sebba’s (2018) research – involving an attachment-aware school – replicated these findings and added that student well-being vastly improved after consistent exposure to secure attachments. Evidently, attachment styles have a strong influence on peer relationships and self-esteem and therefore, must be considered. 

To summarise, each theory discussed by the literature offered insightful perspectives on the impact of child development on peer relationships and self-esteem. While each theory is susceptible to critique, they have each influenced interventions and approaches used in contemporary pedagogy – supported by credible research. As a result, it is crucial to consider such theoretical perspectives in the classroom. Notably, there are many other theories and wider literature yet to be considered. Nonetheless, the literature discussed will offer insight and inform reflections and recommendations on next teaching steps for future practice in the subsequent sections.  


Case Study:
[bookmark: OLE_LINK1][bookmark: OLE_LINK2]To put the incident into context, the observation began once the students had viewed the ‘hook’ for the lesson (a video). The researcher made the presumption that the students had been introduced to the topic (inferences) prior to the ‘hook’ as students had made notes on the whiteboard ready to discuss back to the teacher. Most students were arranged in groups – an exception being for a student at the front who had a visual impairment whereby they were seated in a row with 3 peers. Using hands up, students answered the teacher’s questions using the notes from their whiteboards. In this instance, Child X was actively engaging by putting their hand up, however, they were not chosen to answer. When questioning had stopped, Child X appeared to be listening effectively to the teachers’ instruction as they were making eye contact and sitting appropriately. The researcher noted the critical incident as the activity began. Each group was given an item of footwear to draw inferences from and write on a worksheet. While Child X took their turn to feel and look at the item, they did not interact with their peers and proceeded to put their hand up for the teacher’s attention. As the teacher was checking up on each group, it took several minutes for the teacher to address Child X’s concern. In the meantime, Child X continued to sit and repeatedly put their hand up – not engaging with the activity. Once the teacher had addressed Child X, they engaged in the activity independently. An identical series of events involving Child X also occurred in the second activity. This time, the teacher utilised a different approach and engaged Child X’s 2 peers – who sat opposite Child X at the table – to discuss the question. Once support was given, Child X proceeded to engage with the second activity independently. Unrelated to the activity, Child X also put their hand up several moments later to ask if they could have a drink. This was notable as the researcher observed that the other students used their autonomy in the classroom freely during activity time.

Applying the theories discussed (in the literature review), it can be inferred from Piaget’s (1964) theory that Child X is in the preoperational stage of cognitive development. As briefly mentioned, Light (2019) states that those in the preoperational stage fail to recognise the perspectives of others. Bashrin (2015) also add that individuals are likely to experience anxiety when they are separated from familiar figures – such as their family and their teachers. As a result, students are likely to seek more support and reassurance from the teacher as opposed to their peers. In the context of Erikson’s (1950) psychosocial theory, Issawi and Dauphin (2020) indicate that – based on Child X’s age (8-9 years old) – students are in the industry vs inferiority stage of development whereby students must develop a sense of accomplishment and competence to progress to the next. They elaborate that this stage relies on the ability to navigate social interactions and form peer relationships. Notably, Syed and McLean (2017) add that those who struggle to form such connections are likely to feel less competent to their peers – thus impacting their self-esteem which may lead to a reliance on reassurance from the teacher and lack of autonomy. Based on this, one can assume that Child X has trouble achieving this developmental stage. Concerning Bowlby’s (1959) attachment theory, Child X exhibits characteristics of an anxious-dismissive attachment style. The researcher deduced this from Child X’s tendency to isolate themselves from their peers and seek reassurance while others exhibit self-reliance and effective collaboration. In essence, each child development theory signifies that Child X requires support that promotes their social skills. 

Notably, Tooley et al (2021) imply that it is crucial to consider external factors that may have influenced such behaviour. Mayer et al (2008) emotional literacy framework implies that Child X displays characteristics of poor emotional intelligence. Alemdar and Huseyin (2020) elaborate that emotional literacy involves self-awareness and self-regulation. In this context, the researcher presumes that Child X is unable to reassure themself when in doubt and is sensitive to peer support. Alternatively, it may be that Child X is new to the school or classroom and is subject to transitional challenges. Following Merriam's (2005) transitional framework, such a transition may have been unanticipated for Child X. As a result, they may not be accustomed to the culture of the classroom – thus impacting their confidence and peer interactions. Furthermore, intersectionality may have an impact on Child X’s behaviour. Al-Faham et al (2019) explain that intersectionality is a lens used to identify systems of oppression that an individual may face. For instance, Child X may belong to marginalised groups based on their race, religion, gender, and socioeconomic status. Tefera et al (2018) elaborate that such factors may influence how an individual perceives themselves and their peers – thus resulting in isolation.
In summary, the behaviour of Child X could have been influenced by various factors. However, it is evident that support is required to promote their social and emotional development. The outlined theories and concepts offer valuable insights that will inform the reflections and recommendations for next teaching steps in the following section.

Teaching and Learning Methods: 
The identification of next teaching steps for future practice is derived from both the literature review and further analysis of the case study. Prominently, social and emotional development is the focal point of the following teaching practices. 
Initially, the researcher identified a measure that entails integrating talk partners. In the context of talk partners, students are seated to ensure that they have a pair to share ideas, discuss concepts and provide feedback (Field, 2018). The ideology of talk partners derives from the principles of Assessment for Learning (AfL). According to Farrell and Rushby (2015), AfL highly regards feedback as an essential mechanism for understanding and enhancing learning. As briefly addressed, AfL sits among the 12 Pedagogical Principles of the Curriculum for Wales – indicating that its significance is recognised nationally. The idea for talk partners surfaced with the researcher’s observation that Child X was positioned across from their two peers while seated at a table of three. The seating arrangements may have caused Child X to feel isolated, which may have led to their lack of interaction with their peers. The researcher contemplated that Child X may have had a pair who was absent during the observation. However, the researcher would rectify the situation by granting the student freedom to relocate and find a suitable talk partner.  Research by Field (2018) highlights the benefits of talk partners. Their findings demonstrate that talk partners increase inclusion and engagement. Pepelasi et al (2019) study replicated these results and found that the presence of a talk partner provided comfort to students – thus positively impacting their emotional well-being. Both studies employed a mixed-method approach and were conducted recently, indicating that the results are likely to be high in validity and reliability. Crucially, Cook-Sather et al (2018) note that talk partners should be applied with caution. They discuss that – in some instances – there may be a clash in personalities and a lack of effective talk. Thus, talk partners can offer social and emotional support for students but must be applied with due vigilance.
Moreover, talk partners can modify the way retrieval practice is conducted, thereby facilitating the sharing of understanding across the classroom. Retrieval practice involves recalling knowledge from memory to support learning (Morano, 2019). Likewise, retrieval practice stems from AfL. During the observation, the teacher used a hands-up approach to ask questions, but Child X was not given the opportunity to respond. As a result, it is unclear whether Child X had any misunderstandings before the activity – thus leading them to seek reassurance. For future practice, the researcher noted that the teacher could consider utilising talk partners/ groups to allow students to share and discuss ideas. Following the discussion, the teacher could use retrieval practice from each table in the room. Hence, any misconceptions among the tables can be dealt with beforehand, instilling confidence in them ready for the activity. Karpicke et al (2016) findings demonstrated high levels of retrieval success (87%) when group discussions were utilised in an elementary school. However, their study lacks population validity as their sample size was small (88 participants). Significantly, Agarwal et al (2016) uncovered that retrieval practice – utilising discussion with peers – is particularly beneficial for lower-ability students – therefore promoting inclusion. Alternatively, Cook-Sather et al (2018) argue that utilising group retrieval practice may result in students depending heavily on their peers, thereby impeding their intellectual development. While group retrieval practice is beneficial, it should not be the sole retrieval approach.
Lastly, it may be beneficial to adopt a social and emotional learning program to address emotional literacy and intersectionality and promote social development for Child X and the class. One example is the Jigsaw PSHE (Personal, Social, Health, and Economic) program (Rowland, 2018). The program consists of structured lessons that foster skills such as teamwork, empathy, and communication by addressing topics such as discrimination, social justice, and bullying (Wolstenholme et al, 2016). Such skills are required to progress from Piaget’s (1964) preoperational stage and Erikson’s (1950) industry vs inferiority stage. Wolstenholme et al (2016) indicate that Child X may learn to understand and manage their emotions, as well as develop an appreciation for the diversity of their peers. Thereby, increasing their willingness to collaborate with peers and self-assurance. Research by Wolstenholme et al (2016) reports that 66% of pupils enjoy their Jigsaw lessons and 70% of teachers agree that it has positively impacted pupils and their practice. Wolstenholme et al (2016) study is high in validity and reliability, attributed to the utilisation of a mixed-methodology approach and relatively large sample size (700 schools). Evidently, the Jigsaw PSHE program positively promotes several areas of child development and professional development. Based on the findings in the literature review, the researcher also recommends that educators receive attachment-aware training in line with Bowlby’s (1959) attachment theory. Numerous case studies demonstrate the effectiveness of such training, as outlined by Rose (2016). 
Overall, the researcher has identified several teaching approaches and interventions – in line with the literature discussed within the literature review and case study. Notably, educators must analyse the class and the classroom culture before adopting any strategies. Nonetheless, the strategies discussed are supported by credible sources.

Discussion:
As a result of the observation and critical incident, the researcher has been able to reflect upon their previous conceptions of teaching and further contemplate their future practice. Prior to the observation, the researcher’s educational philosophy was grounded on Essentialism. Essentialism emphasizes that there is a core set of knowledge, skills, and values that individuals must learn (Sahin, 2018). However, the case study caused a shift towards the Progressivism philosophical stance. Progressivism values student-led and experiential learning (Trohler, 2017). This shift occurred as the researcher discovered the impact of intersectionality on child development. Additionally, the researcher noted that the progressivism standpoint better aligns with the principles of the Curriculum for Wales (2022). To elaborate, the Curriculum for Wales emphasise teachers’ flexibility to be innovative with their instruction on the premise that they support the new curricular objectives (Donaldson, 2015). Hence, learning is not restricted to a core set of knowledge, skills, or values. The critical incident also highlighted the significance of reflective practice. Without Tripp’s (1993) methodology, such incidents may have gone unnoticed by the researcher. To prepare for future practice, the researcher delved into various reflective practice models and ultimately settled on Kolb's (1984) cycle. Kolb’s (1984) cycle has four components: active experimentation, concrete experience, reflective observation, and abstract conceptualization. Once the researcher has their own classroom, this model will prove invaluable in helping them reflect on how their class learns best. The critical incident also allowed the researcher to understand that effective collaboration is not automatic among students, it must be actively encouraged (Herbert et al, 2022). Prominently, the realization allowed the researcher to broaden their understanding of internal and external impacts on social and emotional development. Overall, the researcher understands that effective teaching is not limited to the curriculum or student outcomes, it includes creating an inclusive and supportive classroom culture that promotes holistic development. 

Conclusion and recommendations:
To conclude, the assignment aimed to foster reflective practice, which the researcher achieved through the observation and analysis of a critical incident – utilizing Tripp’s (1993) methodology. The researcher deduced that the critical incident stemmed from poor social and emotional skills, which led to a review of the literature on child development theories and external influences. In light of the findings, the researcher recommends the integration of talk partners – alongside group work – to ensure that each student has a designated pair and is not left out. Similarly, they suggest that educators adopt retrieval practice strategies that incorporate talk partners, thus facilitating effective collaboration and shared expertise. In addition, the research suggests that educators could greatly benefit from completing attachment-aware training as a means of professional development. – aligning with the QTS standard “Fulfil wider professional responsibilities” (Welsh Government, 2021, pp1.). The researcher aims to fulfil each of the recommendations in their future practice. Notably, the implementation of these recommendations will be approached with careful consideration to avoid negative implications such as reliant learners or personality clashes. Overall, this assignment highlighted the crucial role of reflective practice in professional development. 
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Appendices:
Appendix A
Record 1

	Date and time, year group: 25/10/23, 9:30am, Progression Step 3 (Year 4)


	Where and When: Context of the observation – subject/AOLE, general classroom context

· Language, Literacy and Communications lesson.
· Students are arranged in groups (an exception being for a student with a visual impairment). 


	What happened: a detailed description of the critical incident (the more detail the better to refer to in your later work)


· Child seemed engaged during teacher instruction, kept putting their hand up to answer questions and made effective eye contact. 
· As activity began, child put hand up for teacher’s reassurance. They would not discuss with peers. 
· They also put their hand up to ask for a drink while others walked around freely during activity time. 



	Areas of possible exploration: what you think could be” under the hood” in these incidents? What avenues of research could you consider?


· Child development theories such as Piaget, Erikson, Bowlby …
· Perhaps intersectionality and emotional intelligence. 



	Notes: any details you can note (is it a busy environment, is it after lunch, are there lots of distractions, are directions made explicit - the more you can refer to the better here)

· First lesson of the day.
· Relatively small class (23 pupils). 
· Not very busy morning.
· However, the child is sat on their own opposite two peers – potential impact?
· Teacher is using a range of teaching strategies, directions are explicit. 
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