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         INTRODUCTION


This essay will be a critical evaluation of a case study. Trip (2012) believes that to critically evaluate an incident, it is required to delve deeper into aspects of the observed environment. He believes that critical incidents are created by the way an observer looks at an incident, and the judgement, that is made, to analyse one incident over another. A critical incident can be interpreted differently by any observer. The critical incident investigated within this essay relates to a lesson of literacy, that includes a small writing session. An observation of a child’s behaviour, along with the observed teacher methods will also be discussed. This essay will attempt to link the observation to some, or all, of the four purposes of the Curriculum for Wales (2022).  The methodology of a case study will be debated, and a rationale for choice will be explained. Within the literature review, I intend to focus on some areas that have been identified from the critical incident, to critically examine. This essay is structured and will include, after analysis, the next teaching and learning steps to improve and inform future practice. The analysis and synthesis of the observation will be reflected upon. The benefit of reflection will be debated, and how this can impact on future teaching and learning, as a school, and as an educational community. Finally, this essay is planned to investigate a few areas of observed educational practice that can be used to improve knowledge and skills of the observer, that will be beneficial for potential teaching practice. 



                 OBSERVATION

This area will focus on critical incident 1 within the appendices. British Ethical Research Association (BERA) (2018) guidelines have been taken into consideration throughout the observational process, so the participants and the school will be kept anonymous, but some information regarding the area and school will be given to show context to the critical evaluation. Cohen et al (2011) highlight that during a case study the researcher must be clear on the ethical guidelines that should be adhered to. Therefore, the anonymity of the child and the school will be kept.
The case study was conducted within a year one, foundation phase classroom, and was the first session in the morning after registration. There is an even mix of girls to boys within the class, and the class has a large mixture of ability, that is now even greater, due to the recent COVID-19 school closure. I was informed by the class teacher that a handful of children participated in no home learning at all during this period. The teacher is now having to plan at wider levels than she was previously expecting. In referencing, Fletcher-Wood (2016), the planned lesson was Literacy, using the Read, Write Inc (RWI) strategy of phonics. 
Firstly, there was a recap (Assessment of Learning) (AOL) from the teacher using the RWI flash cards. The session is set indoors, in a group of middle range ability, consisting of six children set on three different tables. The teacher uses encouraging and motivating language and there seems no opposition to the tasks by the children. The teacher models and scaffolds the task for the children at the beginning of the lesson. The child being observed (Child A) found the task of spelling and writing fairly easy and finished the task early enough to entertain himself whilst the teacher was concentrating on other children. I found this behaviour interesting and is an area I have chosen to explore within the literature review. The classroom has a happy and chatty vibe, and the other children, not involved within this task are mostly independent with the activities that they can choose from. 
Estyn (2017) reveals that 26% (which is 19% higher than average) of children that attend this setting are eligible for Free School Meals. The school is situated in a generally deprived area with social housing and deprivation common. There are approximately 470 pupils within this primary school, (Estyn, 2017). There is a large ethnical and cultural population within the school and again, Estyn (2017), confirms this by stating that very few pupils who attend this setting are of white British ethnicity. For many pupils that attend this school, English is their second language. There were no obvious signs that the acquisition of English as a second language had any disadvantage to the child at this age and stage at all during this literacy lesson.  The observer was also made aware of the schools safeguarding and COVID-19 policies at the time of the observation.











                      METHODOLOGY

There are many research methods that could be used to capture data for analysis. Within this research, a single method approach, was chosen. Cohen et al (2011) suggests that a structured, non-participant, case study is most appropriate for this research. This case study method allows observation within a close proximity, and for a sustained period of time, (Miles et al, 2014).  A case study, as a method of research design, was pre-chosen for the information gathering session, as it was deemed best suited for the environment. Case study research is found to be beneficial in many areas of social science research, including education, (Yin, 2018). However, as Algozzine and Hancock (2016) also explain, this can then only give us a snapshot of information from a specific space and time. Tight (2017) highlights that case studies are restricted in their scope but provide data for analysis, and can be a study of one, or a limited number of cases.  Miles et al (2014), agree that qualitative data retrieved from a case study is rich, as it is observed from natural behaviours and gives the researcher observations that occur in natural settings. However, within this essay we are using only one case study to critically analyse so there is no opportunity to be comparative with another, giving the researcher limited results to analyse. All data and research from this case study will be qualitative in nature.  Cohen et al (2011) states that qualitative data research can amass huge amounts of information and to avoid data overload there is a need to focus on specific areas more in depth. Which mirrors exactly the method of analysis carried out within this essay.  The restrictions of qualitative data are that there can be so much data, it may become more difficult to pinpoint areas of research from the large quantities of written material, (Gibbs, 2007). Other research methods were not appropriate to consider, as a critical incident could only be captured within a case study methodology. An interview or a questionnaire were also inappropriate for the data capture. 

Within the case study observation, it was already pre-planned to be non-participant, although, having an observer within the classroom with 24 inquisitive children is a weakness, as there were interruptions and distractions constantly for all involved. The concept of being a non-participant observer, is therefore a weak point of the model. There are, however, advantages of being a participant within an observation. One such advantage could be that the observer could gain more precious observational data to analyse from the increased involvement, Cohen et al (2011). Using the case study format there was a structured form in place to follow. Nevertheless, when observing, the standard form that had been pre-chosen, I found, to be a disadvantage. I struggled to find the box to fit in the correct information as I observed, and I was anxious that valuable observational behaviour could have been missed. Therefore, the critical incident was interpreted into a narrative observation structure, as found in appendices 5-10, as I agree with Cohen et al (2011) that the narrative approach not only gives us the information we need, but brings this information to life. These unstructured notes were written and recalled onto the correct form after the event. 







                           FOUR PURPOSES
 
The four main purposes of the Curriculum for Wales (2022) are now fundamental within the delivery of education within Wales. The previous National Curriculum (2008) (Donaldson, 2015) is thought to be too rigid in its delivery and not accomplishing an education for all, which includes producing a skilled workforce for the future. The new curriculum intends to bridge this gap by ensuring the four purposes are at the forefront of educational planning and welfare of children within Wales. I believe that these central four purposes of Curriculum for Wales (2022) encompass’ much of the central focuses of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989) (UNCRC) within their expectations. 
The critical incident can be linked to the four purposes within Curriculum for Wales (2022). Firstly, I believe from my observations that child A is an ambitious, capable learner, (Donaldson, 2015). Child A was able to capably follow instructions from the teacher and complete the work independently. This purpose is also reinforced within the UNCRC within Article 29, that states that education should develop children’s abilities to their fullest. Child A was also, as I believe from the observation, a healthy informed confident individual, as he could ask questions and answer confidently, and he was fully involved within the core of the lesson. To be a valued member of society children will need to be able to read and write and can communicate effectively within their own, and wider society, (Donaldson, 2015). As mentioned previously, many within this school were able to speak another language at home. These growing children will be multi-lingual, ethically and culturally effective members of society within Wales. These children will be informed citizens (Donaldson, 2015) as they have had an education system that has supported them and their families that encompasses cultural and ethical diversity. The school system helps children to learn the consequences of poor and unwanted behaviour, which should filter into the communities and towns as these children grow, this is accomplished with effective behaviour management strategies. Once again creating ethically informed citizens who realise that there are consequences of poor behaviour especially as they move into the community. Child A, does show certain levels of unwanted behaviour but would know that the impact of his actions would and could, cause a negative reaction from the teacher, however the teacher uses praise as her strategy of managing behaviour and keeps the children within the task on track throughout the lesson. Article 28, of the UNCRC, supports a system of behaviour management but highlights that this discipline should respect the children’s dignity and rights. 










                    

                              LITERATURE REVIEW

Within the critical incident chosen for this analysis, I found numerous themes for investigation. Some of these include aspects of behaviour management within the classroom, Assessment of Learning (AoL) which includes the links to cognitive theorists, The Language, Literacy and Communication Framework within the Foundation Phase, the practice and use of positive reinforcement and classroom differentiation. Within this literature review, I will delve into some of these areas, although not all these points will be examined. 
Firstly, I intend to discuss AoL. Teaching and the required learning needs to be pitched at the correct level for the learner. Welsh Assembly Government (WAG) (2010) in their document “How to develop thinking and learning  skills” states that the task set for children needs to be interesting and relevant to the learners, which will improve their engagement and motivation. This is reinforced within the WAG’s (2015) Literacy and Numeracy Framework (LNF) which requires children to have robust learning opportunities that build on previous experiences and knowledge.  WAG (2010) also discusses the relationship of this to Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD).  Here, there is a clear link from a published government document intended for education, to the work of an educational theorist. I believe this highlights the importance of the link to theory within classroom teaching and learning. Vygotsky’s ZPD depicts that to learn effectively each child should work within their own ZPD level. This theory is used in schools currently within a programme of reading called Accelerated Reader, where a child’s level is measured against Vygotsky’s levels of ZPD and books are then tailored towards them.  Argarcar (2019), highlights that Vygotsky noted that learners can develop a certain level of meaning on their own, but it can grow even greater after interacting with peers or practitioners. The observation showed the influence, modelling and scaffolding from the teacher, and the subsequent learning was achieved by direct and independent learning and teaching. The teacher used AoL right at the beginning of her planned lesson to re-evaluate children’s existing knowledge and to promote her planned task. She cleverly disguised this in a phrase of “Can you remind me……..?”. This questioning process can occur during any part of the teaching and learning cycle, (Allison and Tharby, 2015). The advantage is that it can inform and guide the ensuing lesson. 
The skill of teaching children at their own specific level is based on academic research of cognitive development of children. One other theorist, that gives an in-depth look at children’s learning is that of Jean Piaget. Behaviourists such as Piaget, believe that a child’s behaviour is reciprocal to their individual cognitive level. The evidence suggests that Piaget and Vygotsky have similar beliefs regarding children’s levels of acquired learning. Piaget would consider the observed learner within the pre-operational stage of development, where language develops rapidly (Ó Siochrú, 2018), perhaps an explanation in some form, of why the child may have found the task easy, because he’s meant to, according to Piaget. Piaget beliefs are relevant for comparison within this case study, as he too, used observation as a method to develop extended thinking and research, (Gray and MacBlain, 2015). Although, he did only observe his own children which seems a huge deficit to his vast research.

Secondly, the role of positive and negative reinforcement will be analysed from the critical incident.  Behaviourists such as Skinner and Pavlov, believed that the behaviour of learners was linked to past experiences, and behavioural modification was the main purpose of education (Agarcar, 2019). This could be argued to be an out of date view of education and how it stands today. As the recent thinking especially behind the new Curriculum for Wales (2022), promotes education as, productively helping children grow as capable, healthy, well-rounded individuals who can succeed in the face of unknown future challenges, (Donaldson, 2015). Behaviourist thinking is such, that as a classroom environment is an area where behaviour needs to be modified to a fit the “norm”.  I do not believe from the critical incident that the behaviourist theory is quite accurate, as the child was observed with distracted behaviour, but was still able to complete and learn from the task set. I found it interesting, however, that the teacher ignored or didn’t seem to notice the child’s poor behaviour during the critical incident observation but could have been responding to a successful behaviour strategy that works well within her classroom. Ellis and Tod (2014) agree that the child’s behaviour could very well have been observed, and the teacher may use ignoring as a response to attention-seeking behaviour, it may be the attention of the child’s peers that is more important. I believe that AoL and behaviour are strongly correlated as behaviour could interrupt the AoL process, if left unaddressed.  
Penultimately, a fundamental point within positive reinforcement is praise and its role within the classroom.  The teacher throughout this lesson gives praise to the child and to the other children within the group. Positive reinforcement within this lesson works well and gives the children the incentive to carry on. Theorists such as Pavlov who was a strong believer in positive reinforcement, although his research was mainly based with dogs and could therefore, be unbeneficial or in comparative to studies within the classroom environment, although fundamentally, the reward of praise increases good behaviour. However, Thorndike’s theory that behaviour is shaped and maintained by rewards is more closely linked to this case study observation (Gray and MacBlain, 2015). This theory is also representative by the structure of rewards systems used with this classroom such as Good to be Green. The general intent of praise is to give support, positive feedback and encouragement, (Hector et al, 2009). Which is how it was used within this observation. Although, the teacher may have followed the theoretic work of behaviour specific praise (BSP) as mentioned by Floress and Beschta (2018), which would support this observation, in that the teacher avoided the poor behaviour and praised the good written work of the child instead, and perhaps this was not a clear case of ignoring his poor behaviour after all. BSP as discussed by Zoder-Martell et al. (2017) is a chance for the practitioner to reduce student’s disruptive behaviour. 
Lastly, differentiation should be considered independently as a way of progressing children’s learning. In comparison, this could also link to the previous theory of Vygotsky’s ZPD. Differentiation is the more tailored way of grouping within the classroom. There is a need to group children within varying abilities as a way of sensibly teaching. Teachers need to consider many factors when grouping and differentiating children for learning. Teachers may not only take into account differences in children’s cognitive abilities, but also other differences such as children’s motivation or interest within the topic or task, Deunk et al (2018). Van de Shee and Van Dyke (1999), as cited in Dunn and Darlington (2016) agree that differentiation can considerably improve pupil’s skills.  Considering this, within the context of the critical observation, the grouping of children within abilities maybe difficult to get right and could be an ever-changing experience for both the teacher and the pupil within academic tasks. Therefore, there could be gaps within differentiating from one curriculum area to another. However, there is an importance to make sure that children are taught at the right differentiated level as Wu et al (2016) research suggests that differentiation within education improves academic achievements and improved social status later in life. Although, Wu et al (2016) research is based within the Chinese educational system, there is a clear correlation to the importance of differentiation within education worldwide. Arguably, this idea is contradicted by Geelan et al (2015) who discuss that if a child continues consistently to work at a lower level due to teacher differentiation, then the child’s outcomes and opportunities will be restricted as they leave the school system. So, in conclusion, there are clear difficulties in gauging differentiation that are correct for each individual child and these differing views presented within this literature represent the challenges observed within the critical incident.















           REFLECTION/ EVALUATION & NEXT STEPS 

I have found from this critical incident analogy, that the pitching and planning of work for children within the classroom needs to be constantly and effectively managed. In reference to Child A, if the situation occurred for me that a child within the group had been seen to finish the work set quickly, I could either set an extension task or after an assessment I would consider moving this child into the higher ability group. This could solve the unwanted behaviour as the child is stimulated and the work would be set at their correct cognitive level of ability as researched by Vygotsky, and explained thoroughly, within the literature review included within this essay.
The observation gave great reflection on teaching practice, and personally, as a teacher trainer practitioner, I found that AoL at the beginning of a session is so valuable. This enables a teacher to gauge whether their task is going to be successful or not. This could also inform me if the task is appropriately set at the correct ability. This process of assessing prior knowledge will be essential as I begin my teaching career especially as I experience differing classrooms of ages and abilities. 
Referring to observational techniques in relation to reflection, Miles et al (2014) considers that qualitative data analysis should be documented as a process to help us learn, and that a researcher needs to understand clearly what has occurred to refine and reflect on methods observed and to help and share with others. This thought mirrors the natural model of reflection and collaboration associated with education, which incorporates areas of Donaldson’s (2015) pedagogical principals. Especially the model of collaboration. Therefore, the observational techniques within classrooms are essential. The profession of teaching does involve observation from peers and management for reflection and improvement processes. This process of reflection enables professionals to learn from their experiences, (Bolton, 2014). Bolton also states that reflection enables improvement strategies to be made, or targets to be set. 
Brookfield (2017) discuss teachers that critically reflect on their own processes and practices are known as progressives. These progressives are constantly improving their own practice for the benefit and engagement of their students allowing these students the feeling of empowerment in their learning. This process, Brookfield has found from his own research, improves student participation. Therefore, reflection should be a progressive step in the education of student and the career of the teacher. There are varying methods of reflective theory that I could follow to inform my own professional practice, and from reading within this area for this essay, I believe that Brookfield’s lens reflection model (toolshero.com, 2020) is a strong critical reflectional tool. This theory highlights the importance of the teacher being critical within their own practice and considers as many perspectives as possible. Primarily, their own, their colleagues, their students and the important research literature that informs their practice area. This whole, universal approach to a practitioner’s reflection, can clearly be found to be pioneering. 
The observation and the research within the literature review has shown that there can be varying methods of positive reinforcement and behavioural techniques that can be used within the classroom. I believe that I may need to try and adapt these within my practice and see what works best in the varying environments in which I will be teaching.
My observational reflections upon the professionalism of the teacher were also of great value to me. The speed and the sense of confidence from the teacher during the task was professional and admiral. Her vast experience shone, and her practice was something I would like to emulate. This observation by the researcher recommends that the child be pushed into a slightly higher level for his cognitive ability. Although, the challenge of the teacher should also be considered in that she has to group children as best she can, due to the time allocated within the timetable for literacy. I did find that the child being observed was not overly challenged within the observed critical incident. There is a clear argument regarding differentiation, as discussed previously within the literature review, and the actual ability to treat and plan for individual children’s levels of ZPD. The next steps here would be, to challenge and use Assessment for Learning to move this child within the higher Read, Write, Inc group, if possible.












                                    CONCLUSION
 
To summarise, this essay included a case study observational methodology that was used to critically evaluate teaching and learning practices. These practices were researched, analysed, and synthesised to produce points of reflection for teaching improvement. I believe I analysed the main points from the critical observation that are current and relevant and could be helpful to inform my own practice. This essay has provided much thought for reflection, both from the teachers and child’s perspective, but also for the observer. The research within the literature review has provided thought around ability levels, differentiation, and how the Curriculum for Wales’ (2022) four purposes aid future developments within education. The concept of critical observation enables reflection which can only improve professional standards of teaching and learning. This critical reflection is fundamental within the Professional Teaching and Learning Standards now expected within education that requires teachers to reflect individually and collectively, (WAG, 2017). The pedagogical principals relating to the Curriculum of Wales (2022) reflect on how teachers are to be lifelong learners reflecting upon their own practice continually. 
To conclude this essay, one main point should be considered, of the decision to close schools in March 2020, due to COVID-19. Which has created an unprecedented upheaval within education, and children and teachers are showing determined resilience within these unprecedented times to continue with a level of normality that simply does not exist presently. The gap in education for many pupils arriving back into school in September 2020 could explain the impact on learning and classroom behaviour. I also believe that the teacher could have been tolerating greater levels of poor behaviour than she would previously have accepted, due to the upheaval of the education system during this time. 
                             APPENDICES

1.                         CRITICAL INCIDENT IDENTIFICATION RECORD 

	Details relevant to the research context.

Date/time.
Age/Stage of group.
People involved.
Contextual
information from field notes. 

	
28.09.2020 24 children in a year 2 class with one classroom teacher.









	What happened? A detailed description of what you observed and what thoughts on pedagogy and practice occurred to you as a result, looking towards your research.
	The teacher sets Read Write Inc as a literacy lesson. She begins with recapping what the children already know with groups sat on the mat in front of her. The children are then sent to their tables to open their literacy books and the teacher begins with asking the children how to spell ‘Way’ she asks them to write this in their literacy books after they have written the date from the board. Child A writes the date and Way before the other children and yawns. The teacher attends to other children in a different group. There is a little unheard interaction between the child sat next to him before child A leans back on his chair and pulls on the blinds by the window behind him. He keeps visual contact with the teacher until she approaches his table. She praises him and moves to other children. He again leans back rocking on his chair and uses his pencil as a back scratcher. The teacher then models how to write ‘Way’ on the board and encourages the children to mark their own work. They all mark and correct their work.


· Teacher uses direct teaching initially.
· Lesson within a literacy lesson
· The children were encouraged to mark their own work encouraging children to take responsibility for their own learning.
· The teacher and groups worked collaboratively together.
· Assessment for learning from the teacher was initially used to assess the children’s capabilities for the task ahead.
· Teacher models the date for the children to copy (scaffolding)
· The child’s behaviour did not interrupt the child’s learning, although there could be an argument that the planned work may have been below the child’s ZPD and therefore his attention began to wonder. (difficult within the classroom setting to teach individually to each child’s ZPD) planning needs to be grouped.



· Differentiation of children into groups










































2                                              CRITICAL INCIDENT IDENTIFICATION RECORD

	Details relevant to the research context.

Date/time.
Age/Stage of group.
People involved.
Contextual
information from field notes. 

	

28.09.2020 
Year 2 class with one classroom teacher
12.30 pm after lunch






	What happened? A detailed description of what you observed and what thoughts on pedagogy and practice occurred to you as a result, looking towards your research.
	All the class are on the mat with their whiteboards and pens ready to participate in a math lesson. The teacher wants the children to partition numbers on their own boards. She starts by giving two double numbers. Child A is sat in the back row and writes down the same on her board as the teacher. Then child A looks blankly at her board and her eyes start to wonder towards the boy sat next to her. She tries to glance at his answer and then begins to copy from his board. The teacher asks if they are all finished, and everyone should show the teacher their board. This exercise is repeated with different numbers again Child A struggles to complete the task. The teacher asks her if she has written the answer. Child A smiles and shakes her head. This time the teacher models the answer and the child copies from the teacher’s board. Next the teacher writes numbers in a mixed-up order and wants children to tell her which number comes first for this the teacher asks Child A, and Child A gives the correct answer and receives praise from the teacher. 





· Teacher uses praise. 
· Teacher encourages independent learning.
· Teacher recognised that child A struggled with the first task but gave praise to child A when she was able to answer the question later.








3                                             CRITICAL INCIDENT IDENTIFICATION RECORD

	Details relevant to the research context.

Date/time.
Age/Stage of group.
People involved.
Contextual
information from field notes. 

	

28.09.2020 
Year 2 class with one classroom teacher 10am 

Children outdoors rotating through a literacy lesson of RWI. No direct adult supervision. 






	What happened? A detailed description of what you observed and what thoughts on pedagogy and practice occurred to you as a result, looking towards your research.
	
A group of 6 children were asked to go to the outside area to play whilst the teacher worked around the groups of children. Children within outdoor areas are required to take a green lanyard and once the six lanyards are taken no more children can come outside until once of the lanyards is put back on the hook by the door. Two girls realise that the gate to the play area has been left open from the morning. One of the girls decides to shut the gate and in conversation with the other young girl says, “We have to be safe!” 

· Safety and routines have clearly been talked through with these children. Confident, healthy individuals.
· Children


































4                                              CRITICAL INCIDENT IDENTIFICATION RECORD

	Details relevant to the research context.

Date/time.
Age/Stage of group.
People involved.
Contextual
information from field notes. 

	




28.09.2020
Year 2 class




	What happened? A detailed description of what you observed and what thoughts on pedagogy and practice occurred to you as a result, looking towards your research.
	

The children were within a small group of 5 children. The teacher discusses the task ahead as writing a recipe of making cupcakes in a chronological order using bossy verbs and connectives. Teacher models sentences to begin and identifies what a bossy verb and connective within a sentence are. The teacher also uses visual actions to mirror the word required such as a spoon.
The lesson is repetitive for the teacher as she must repeat this session for other ability groups also. 



· The researcher could discuss the use of visual stimuli to improve learning.
· Discussion on scaffolding and modelling from theorist research could be included.
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