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Introduction
The following assignment will contain an overview of a critical incident that happened within a classroom setting, observed in an English medium school. This will be carried out using several theorists and learning theories such as Vygotsky and Piaget amongst others, as well as using Tripp’s (1994) critical incidents in teaching to dive deeper into why critical incidents occur and how we can manage them.
The aim of this essay is to critically evaluate a key incident that occurred in a school setting. A critical incident is a significant event/or events that have occurred in a school, specifically a classroom, where learning could have been disrupted or enhanced.  
This critical incident took place in a secondary school classroom after following a Year 7 pupil trail in an English Medium school. The pupils were in their first lesson of the day – Geography, and were completing tasks at their own pace. There had been additional tasks for pupils to complete if they had completed their initial task. The critical incident became apparent when a pupil (Child X), who sat in the front row of the classroom, had appeared to have completed all their tasks with their book closed despite there being 15 minutes left of the lesson. This particular pupil decided to turn around and talk to their peers who had not finished any tasks, thus distracting them. After being told once to stop, the pupil decided to move on to distracting other peers, and would not listen when instructed multiple times to stop. This pupil is known as a SEN (Special Educational Needs) pupil, and this was discovered just after the incident took place. Despite distracting peers, the pupil seemed engaged when asked questions, and they were even able to answer the questions correctly without looking at their book. The pupil was then praised by the teacher for answering correctly, and phrases such as ‘Well done for getting it right’, and ‘Thank you for listening’ were used. Praising children with special educational needs such as Autism (ASD) is very important when they get something right, even when said child may be behaving in an undesirable way, as it is an effective way to identify the desired behaviour of the child, and can increase the use of the appropriate behaviours (Autism Hub, 2020). So, in this particular setting, praising the distracting pupil for getting questions right should encourage them to continue this behaviour for the rest of the lesson and the rest of the day, and throughout the day if consistently done. Using appropriate facial, vocal and body language should also help promote positive behaviour in ASD pupils. Learning theorists such as Lev Vygotsky suggest that learning should be sociocultural, and learning is essentially a social process in which the support from parents, teachers, and peers play a crucial role in the development of higher psychological functions (Vygotsky, 1978). Modelling good behaviour and scaffolded learning will allow pupils, especially with special educational needs, to focus on a task, and understand what is expected of them. 










Literature Review
The critical incident observed outlines several critical aspects that can be connected to and explored in a literature review. The following review will highlight key theories surrounding ASD in the classroom, focusing on engagement, praise and learning techniques, and how this can be applied strategically to a school classroom and what can be done to support it. 
Lev Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory suggests that learning and cognitive development are deeply rooted in social interactions and cultural contexts (Vygotsky, 1978). Two key components of his theory are the ‘Zone of Proximal Development’ and ‘scaffolding’. The ZPD (Zone of Proximal Development) is the difference between what a learner can do without help and what he/she/they can achieve with guidance and encouragement from a skilled partner/peer (Vygotsky, 1978). For students with ASD, identifying their ZPD is crucial to ensuring they receive the right level of support to promote learning and positive behaviour.	
Many students with ASD may find social interactions challenging. Vygotsky’s emphasis on learning through social experiences can inform educators to create more structured and supportive social interactions in the classroom to aid these students (Kozulin, 2003). Using Vygotsky’s concept of scaffolding, teachers can provide specialised support to students with ASD based on their individual needs. To relate to the pupil in the critical incident, scaffolding could mean visual cues, structured tasks, or step-by-step guidance. By considering Vygotsky’s emphasis on the social context of learning, teachers can become more aware of their classroom environment or social triggers that may cause disruptive behaviours in students with ASD (Hart & Whalon, 2011). Using scaffolding for behaviour in the classroom is also a factor to consider. Just as academic tasks can be scaffolded, so can behavioural expectations. By gradually introducing and practicing classroom routines, and providing support as needed, teachers can help students with ASD understand and adhere to behavioural norms. Modelling the desired behaviour is a scaffolding technique that can be considered when relating back to the critical incident as demonstrating simple classroom activities such as how to pack away, how to settle into a task and how to behave when the teacher is talking can be very effective for an ASD learner. It ensures the pupil has the necessary support structures to succeed, eventually leading to the skills and confidence needed to work independently (Vygotsky 1978). 
Vygotsky’s (1978) sociocultural theory assesses if the tasks given are within the student’s ZPD (Vygotsky, 1978). If the tasks are too easy, they may be seeking social interaction (such as turning around in a chair to distract working peers) out of boredom. Ensuring tasks are challenging enough to sustain their attention while still being achievable with minimal guidance is important.
Jean Piaget’s cognitive development theory hypothesised that children move through distinct stages of cognitive development, characterised by qualitatively different ways of thinking (Piaget, 1952). By age 11 (a similar age to the critical incident pupil), many children would be entering the formal operational stage, which emphasises abstract thinking and the ability to reason hypothetically. For an ASD student, it is significant to note concrete vs abstract thinking. While many neurotypical students may be moving towards more abstract reasoning, Child X may still rely heavily on concrete thinking. Classroom instruction and behaviour management strategies need to acknowledge this potential developmental difference. Based on Piaget’s stages, tasks may need to be more structured and visual to cater to concrete operational thinking, which could also assist with behaviour management. In this instance, the learner had finished their tasks and closed their book before deciding to become disruptive. Having structured learning tasks such as extra activities that can be mentally stimulating to child with ASD could encourage Child X to become more focused, and less likely to behave in a disruptive manner. 
Jean Piaget discusses the need to cater to cognitive needs. Given the circumstances of Child X turning around to distract their peers and being in the formal operational stage of Piaget’s theory, the student may require more stimulating and challenging tasks to engage their cognitive abilities (Piaget, 1952). If the student is turning around and distracting others, it may indicate that they’ve finished their works early, or does not find it stimulating enough. Teachers can provide extension tasks or differentiated assignments that match the student’s cognitive level. In this case, three extension tasks were provided that Child X completed, therefore, the pupil may require a more challenging extension task or something that is ongoing to provide enough mental stimulation.
John Dewey draws attention to the importance of learning through experience and believed that education should be based on the principle of learning through doing (Dewey, 1938). Relating this theory to an ASD pupil presents itself in experiential learning methods such as hands on activities and social interaction. Using Dewey’s approach, teachers can integrate more hands on and experiential activities that cater to the tactile and kinaesthetic strengths often found in students with ASD. Dewey also believed in the social nature of learning. Given the social challenges many students with ASD face, it is crucial to structure and support group activities to ensure positive interactions and learning experiences. Given that Child X seems to be a very smart and bright individual, active engagement may offer opportunities for experiential learning (Dewey, 1938), and perhaps this pupil may require a more hands on, project-based task where they can actively apply their knowledge. Classroom management theories such as behaviour modification can have an impact on Child X and their ability to disrupt a class by turning around in their seat. Behaviour modification uses principles of operant conditioning, which can lead to the student being positively reinforced for desired behaviours (e.g., staying focused, not turning around) and not rewarded for undesired behaviours (Skinner, 1953). As previously mentioned, praise plays an important role in the development of an ASD learner and can be used as a technique to reach better behaviour - conditioning the learner to behave in a desired way with words of praise and ensuring not to give them praise when acting in an undesired way. Praising words reinforce good behaviour and motivate children to behave well (Teka J. Harris, M.A., BCBA).
Drawing from educational theories, effective support for a bright ASD pupil involves recognising their unique cognitive development path, as highlighted by Piaget (1952), ensuring they’re appropriately challenged. Vygotsky’s emphasis on sociocultural learning indicates the significance of structured social interactions and scaffolded support tailored to the student’s specific needs (Vygotsky 1978). Building on Dewey’s (1938) experiential learning, hands-on, active engagement can be beneficial. Integrating behaviour modification strategies can further assist in managing classroom behaviours. Together, these theories offer a holistic strategy to support both the cognitive and behavioural needs of an ASD pupil. 






Case Study
During my first day of placement, I observed a year 7 form class through their school day. The first lesson, where the critical incident took place, was a Geography class taught by a Newly Qualified Teacher (NQT). The classroom had been set out in rows, in which Child X was sat in the middle row on the very right, closer to the door. The class is made up of 25 pupils and are all mixed ability so many of the pupils work at their own pace. It was evident that Child X had been moved away from sitting with friends as they were all sat on the very back row. Upon observing this lesson, it was not clear that Child X was a SEN (Special Educational Needs) pupil until doing further research on Class Charts (a confidential online school system that allows access to pupil information) and finding out the pupil has ASD (autism spectrum disorder), amongst other additional learning needs. The tasks were set by the teacher with extension tasks when pupils were finished. The teacher also set different ability tasks as a differentiation technique to allow pupils to choose the difficulty of their own work. Child X sat quietly and completed the main task, as well as the extension tasks with roughly 15-20 minutes left of the lesson – this is when the critical incident became evident. Child X had closed their book indicating they had finished their work, this was then checked with Q&A as an AfL (Assessment for Learning) technique, with Child X clearly showing they understood their work and seeming very keen to raise their hand and answer the questions correctly. Most of the pupils had not finished their work and were instructed by the teacher to ensure they had finished before the lesson ended or it would be homework, so the class was pretty quiet focusing on finishing the task. This is when Child X decided to turn around in their chair and talk to the others in the class and distracting them. The teacher noticed this action and attempted to call their name to try and get them to turn back around and sit properly. Child X had to be told three times to turn back around in his chair as they were continually trying to get attention from others working in the class. Being separated from their peers, Child X appears to seek social connections, even if it’s in a disruptive manner. The act of turning around and attempting to engage with others suggests a desire for social interaction or possibly gain attention. As previously mentioned, Child X being sat away from friends places them in a position where they’re surrounded by peers, they are not familiar with, which could potentially intensify their social challenges. Child X is known to the school for having ASD amongst other additional learning needs such as ADHD (attention deficit hyperactivity disorder) and DCD (developmental cognitive disabilities) which means that they have intellectual functioning significantly below average and often have associated with behaviour challenges that require special education and related services (Northeast Metro 2023). Their one-page profile states that they struggle with social situations and social boundaries/rules, so being unable to sit close to friends and being around peers they’re unfamiliar with could be quite challenging and more likely to follow any classroom boundaries. Child X’s one page profile also states they they’re very intelligent and are willing to learn, as well as being hard-working, so it is no surprise that they were able to finish all tasks to a high standard, and answer task-related questions correctly. Having mentioned the struggles with social situations and social boundaries/rules, it can be further discussed that the contradiction between their academic strengths and social struggles, that Child X appears to be caught in an undesired situation of wanting to engage with their environment, possibly seeking a sense of belonging or recognition, while not necessarily having the correct social tools to do so in a manner consistent with classroom norms. To relate this critical incident to the literature reviewed, it can be seen that Child X exhibits characteristics typical of the formal operational stage, by displaying abstract thinking and completing tasks efficiently. Vygotsky’s (1978) sociocultural theory may argue that Child X’s learning and behaviour are deeply influenced by their social environment. Having been separated from friends and placed with unfamiliar peers can be a significant factor in their attempt to engage socially, even if it’s disruptive. The teacher’s use of scaffolding to differentiate tasks aligns with Vygotsky’s (1978) emphasis on the ZPD. However, once Child X finished the tasks, the absence of further scaffolding led to unwanted/undesired behaviour. Overall, Child X shines academically but struggles socially due to their neurodiversity. Balancing their intellectual skills with their need for social interaction is key for their overall progress in school.  





























Teaching and Learning Methods
The recognition of an incident within the classroom provided an opportunity for deeper reflection and a broader analysis of the situation. The critical reflection emphasised the importance of grasping the broader reasons behind teaching and learning methods, as indicated by Donaldson (2015). The methods I would adopt and take further into my own classroom setting after observing and reflecting on the critical incident involved would include a blend of individualised tasks and structured group activities.
Following from Piaget’s (1952) developmental stages, I would allow Child X to delve deeper into subjects or topics they excel at/and/or are interested in – even in a specific AoLE, such as Geography as described in the critical incident. I would like to create individualised tasks to ensure they remain engaged even after completing core tasks. In order to do this, looking at Child X’s one-page profile as previously mentioned, would allow me to dive deeper into their likes and dislikes, and tailor tasks to said likes/dislikes. To further add to this, I would also like to encourage Child X to tap into higher-order thinking skills, such as analysis and evaluation, therefore further engaging and challenging them. This type of task may allow Child X to work for longer periods of time and will become less likely to distract the class. As students pass through stages of cognitive development, they also carry their own distinctive characteristics and abilities (Piaget 1980), which can be seen from Child X in their ability to work well as well as being described as intelligent. It is crucial to consider the level of difficulty within the extended/individualised tasks – we do not want Child X to fall into the ‘panic zone of the ZPD, but to remain in the ‘struggle’ zone. This can be done by offering tasks just beyond Child X’s current ability, ensuring they are challenged, but not overwhelmed (Vygotsky (1978).
Structured group activities will allow me to rely on Vygotsky’s insights and engage Child X in small group activities where roles are clearly defined, giving them an opportunity for social interaction within a structured environment (Vygotsky 1978).  Vygotsky talks about the ‘more knowledgeable other’ or in more simple words, a pupil in a class that is a higher ability or ‘more knowledgeable’ than who they are sitting next to or working with in a group (Vygotsky 1978). This suggests that pupils often learn best when they interact with someone who has a better understanding or higher ability level than they do. In the context of the critical incident and next teaching steps, this would be a useful technique with Child X, even if they are higher ability pupil helping others complete tasks. This may also allow Child X to engage socially in a constructive manner while also reinforcing their learning. Dewey (1938) also believed in the ‘continuity of experience’, where past experiences influence present and future ones (Dewey J, 1938). Adding onto this, incorporating reflective practices into group activities where pupils discuss and reflect on what they have done and learned, can help Child X connect their learning experiences and better understand social dynamics. It is important as a teacher to ensure that all tasks, especially group ones, are hands-on and experiential, so that Child X remains engaged and learns by doing, in line with Dewey’s philosophy (Dewey J, 1938).
In addressing Child X’s unique needs, as a student teacher and future NQT, I must consider the nuances of differentiation, the complexities of social dynamics, and the potential oversight of sensory sensitivities.					
 Balancing Child X’s needs with those of the other pupils in the classroom might be difficult. Effective differentiation requires ongoing assessment and tailoring of instruction to individual needs (Tomlinson 2014). There is a risk that focusing extensively on Child X or any other pupil with similar additional learning needs could divert attention from others or not sufficiently challenge all students in the classroom. 
While structured group activities, rooted in Vygotsky’s (1978) emphasis on social learning, can help, there’s no guarantee that all social challenges will be mitigated. Some pupils with ASD may have moments of social anxiety or misinterpret social cues (American Psychiatric Association, 2013). The dynamics of each group activity and the students involved can influence Child X’s experience and response. 
Students with ASD often have sensory sensitivities. While focusing in social and academic interventions, there’s a risk of overlooking sensory triggers or needs in the classroom, which could influence Child X’s comfort and behaviour (Grandin & Panek, 2013).
Incorporating these considerations and being prepared to adjust strategies based on Child X’s evolving needs and classroom dynamics is essential for ensuring a supportive and beneficial learning environment. 
























Discussion
Informed pedagogical choices:
The observations from the critical incident, combined with foundational educational literature, highlight the complex dynamics of teaching. Teaching isn’t solely about content delivery; it’s about comprehending and addressing the numerous needs of learners. Rooted in Vygotsky (1978)’s sociocultural theory and Piaget’s developmental stages (Piaget, 1952), the crucial importance of a learner-centric approach can be recognised. For pupils like Child X, this perspective ensures that activities are structured within their ZPD, presenting challenged that are both stimulating and achievable, promoting cognitive and social growth. Dewey’s emphases on experiential learning further supports previously mentioned beliefs in active, tangible learning experiences for optimal engagement (Dewey, 1938). 
Reflecting on the critical incident, these elements rise to the fore for any future classroom dynamics:
Inclusive Environment: Establishing an environment where every pupil, regardless of their needs, feels acknowledged is non-negotiable. Child X’s behaviour signals more than disruption – it’s a communication of underlying needs, confirming the insights of Grandin and Panek (2013).
Active Engagement: Drawing from Dewey’s philosophies, learners should be immersed in an ‘active doing’ environment, complemented by Vygotsky’s stress on social interaction for an enriched learning experience (Dewey, 1938, Vygotsky, 1978).
Ongoing Assessment: As Tomlinson (2014) articulates, differentiation is rooted in continuous, nuanced pupil assessment, ensuring individuals like Child X remain engaged and constructively challenged.
Structured Social Interactions: Leaning into Vygotsky’s emphases on a sociocultural environment, structured group tasks and peer interactions are vital (Vygotsky, 1978), therefore, these settings strengthen cognitive evolution while affording a controlled environment for social skill enhancement.
Teaching and learning, as explained by pedagogical writings, are closely connected. The situation with Child X shows how disruptions can highlight deeper issues. The ideas of Vygotsky, Piaget and Dewey give a guidance on understanding and addressing these challenges. 
Teaching involves the understanding and addressing of each student’s needs, as highlight by the incident with Child X. effective education includes active engagement, continuous assessment, and structured social interactions, backed by educational research.







Conclusion and Recommendations
The chosen teaching and learning methods, rooted in the insights of Vygotsky, Piaget, and Dewey, have the potential to create a classroom environment that is responsive to the unique needs of all students, including those with ASD or other additional learning needs. To evaluate their effectiveness, regular formative assessments and feedback loops (Vygotsky, 1978) would be implemented. Observing consistent student engagement, improved social interactions, and academic progress, especially students like Child X, would be indicative markers.
The critical incident methodology has been influential in deepening my understanding of learning theories and child development. It is one thing to study the work of mentioned theorists in isolation but applying them to real-world classroom situations has provided important insights. The incident with Child X showcased the practical connections of theory and real-life challenges explaining how developmental and sociocultural factors play out in tangible classroom dynamics.
My own pedagogical choices, influenced by the likes of Dewy (1938) and Vygotsky (1978), align with several professional standards. They emphasise inclusive education, tailored instructional strategies, and the importance of a safe, beneficial learning environment. By integrating active, experiential learning and scaffolding techniques, I aim to foster a classroom that supports both individual and collective growth.
As I transition into a regular teaching practice, I intend to incorporate these evidence-backed strategies, always keeping the student at the heart of decision-making. Continuous reflection, informed by incidents like the one related to Child X, will guide adaptations and improvements to my approach. A commitment to lifelong learning and adaptation, as reiterated in Dewey’s philosophy (Dewey, 1938), will remain central to my practice.
In summary, the connection of practical experiment and theoretical knowledge form a picture of holistic education. Every incident, every student interaction, and every challenge present an opportunity to learn, adapt, and evolve as an educator.
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Appendices

Appendix A:
Date and time, year group: Tuesday 10th October in a year 7 class, first lesson approximately 9:30am
Where and When: First lesson of the day – Geography. Pupils had already settled themselves and were well into the lesson completing tasks when the incident occurred.
What happened?
A year 7 class during their first lesson of the day – Geography, were completing tasks after being directly taught by the teacher (NQT). They had a few mini tasks to complete while the direct teaching was going on and Q&A was used as an assessment for learning technique (AfL). The class is a mixed ability class with 25 pupils and 5 SEN pupils. There are also a few pupils in the class with medical needs and vulnerable learners. The class is bright with lots of natural light and lots of Geography work on the walls. There is also a traffic light system on the wall that resembles the noise level that is allowed in the classroom to do certain tasks – Green is noise level can be chatty, Amber is low level noise with some discussions in pairs, and red is silent working. The teacher had asked the class to be at ‘amber’ noise level when carrying out their tasks. The incident became apparent when Child X, who had been sitting away from friends at the front row of tables in the classroom, on the very right end, had finished all tasks, as well as extension tasks and closed their book 15/20 minutes before the lesson ends. Child X had then decided to turn around and talk to their friends who were sitting on the back row of the classroom, with 2 rows of tables with pupils sat in them in between, therefore, distracting their friends as well their peers sat in the middle rows. The teacher had kindly asked for Child X to turn around and stop distracting, and Child X complied, however a few moments later decided to turn around again and repeat their actions. Child X was asked a few more times to stop doing this before the teacher decided to conduct some Q&A for the extension tasks that some pupils, including Child X had completed. Child X had no issues answering any questions and seemed keen to raise their hand and answer correctly. Despite Child X being an intelligent and hard-working pupil, it was later found out that Child X had some additional learning needs, such as ASD, ADHD and DCD. This suggests that Child X has some behavioural issues and struggles with social settings. Child X had clearly been sat away from his friends as a means to stop Child X from distracting their friends and was therefore sat with peers they were unfamiliar with. This can also hinder their learning experience as they may find it difficult to work in pairs or group tasks. This incident was resolved by the teacher with the use of assessment for learning (Q&A’s) to keep Child X engaged with the learning as a way to stop them from consistently turning around to chat to friends and disrupt the whole class.
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