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

Introduction 

A critical incident is described by the Australian author David Tripp in his book ‘Critical Incidents in Teaching’ as being “...an interpretation of the significance of an event” (Tripp, 2011, p.8). He states that “Incidents happen, but critical incidents are produced by the way we look at a situation” (Tripp, 2011, p.8). This method of reflection allows a practitioner to assess a position that they may find themselves in, reflect on it, and understand why certain individuals behaved the way they did, how they reacted to a stimulus, or why the desired outcome was not achieved, and to assess the ‘bigger picture’ - “The critical incident is created by seeing the incident as an example of a category in a wider, usually social, context” (Tripp, 2011, p.25). The results can then be used to influence future practice. 
The purpose of this essay is to reflect on a critical incident observed in a classroom setting and identify ways in which my own teaching practice can be improved based on these findings. The group in question was a Key Stage 2 primary school class of mixed gender, ability, and race, led by a male teacher and aided by a female learning support assistant that regularly monitored the room and provided support, as well as working solely at times with a dysregulated pupil. This class was observed for a prescribed period, during which written notetaking was encouraged.  

The critical incident I will be focusing on in this essay is one regarding inclusivity, and the educational implications a negative experience can have on a child’s willingness to learn in the classroom. The incident involved a child’s lack of engagement and participation when discussing issues as a class around heritage and identity, so this essay will aim to explore what the potential factors are as to why this was. It will also discuss what changes could be made to improve the willingness of the child to share their experiences, and how modifying their peers’ viewpoint of the world around them could help them do this. I will look at how a sense of belonging, as part of a school or of a wider community, is vital to the success of a child’s education, and the impact any doubts about the value of their upbringing, any underlying feelings of inequality, or a lack of peer regard surrounding their individuality, can have on their physical health, emotional wellbeing, and their future potential. Any information collected remains confidential and anonymous to adhere to the ethical standard of research expected (BERA, 2018). 
 
 
Explanation of case study 
 
The incident that was observed for the sake of this assignment took place during a typical morning session for the primary school class, albeit whilst delivering a new topic. The teacher opened the lesson by displaying a PowerPoint presentation that was designed to highlight the many diverse cultures of the world by displaying several images of different countries such as Italy, China and Brazil, and how they celebrate their traditions, religious ceremonies and special occasions. The children mostly appeared engaged as they sat on the carpet absorbing the content and participating by asking interesting questions that could expand their knowledge. The teacher then opened a dialogue that would allow children to share stories about their own personal background, including memories of their childhood and where they grew up, and asking them to think of the differences in culture in the United Kingdom to those of the countries seen on the slideshow previously. Many pupils enthusiastically responded to the teacher with their experiences of where they grew up and spoke briefly about their towns, villages and neighbourhoods. Children were eager to share information about their families, their friends, and particularly how proud they were to be natives of Wales. This reflected the environment that the teacher had created in the classroom - one that always fostered open-ended dialogue amongst their peers, and one that reinforces the idea of ‘Cynefin’, or a sense of belonging, as an important part of the new Welsh Curriculum (hwb.gov.wales, 2019). One student, however, seemed particularly reluctant to share anything about themselves, having become quiet and withdrawn during the discussion, staring at the ground, and avoiding eye contact with others in the room. Many of the other children had been whispering amongst themselves whilst the teacher held the attention of the majority, as to be expected for their age group, yet this child was ignored by his classmates and seemed isolated. This continued for around ten minutes until the discussion had ended, and the children returned to their seats for the next part of their activity. The learning support assistant had noticed his lack of involvement and relayed it to the teacher, who similarly expressed concern. 

After the lesson had ended, the teacher asked this child to stay behind for five minutes before break time. He sat him down and asked if he had any problems that he would like to share with him, and asked if there was a reason that he had been a lot less involved in the class discussion than he typically would be. The pupil revealed that he had overheard a minority of his peers making insensitive comments about his family and his birthplace during the discussion, subsequently meaning that he did not feel comfortable sharing with the rest of the class. It later transpired that this child was born in Iran and had moved to Wales only nine months prior. He had settled in well, according to the teacher, and this was the first time that he had noticed anything out of the ordinary about the class’ behaviour. The child in question, however, revealed in this conversation that other children had previously made unwelcome remarks about his upbringing, and that he did not want to his heritage to be highlighted in front of the rest of the class even before the events of the lesson. He added that he thought the comments made were meant to be light-hearted, but upset him as they reminded him of the racism he deals with on a regular basis.

Without intervention from the adults at the end of the lesson, this incident could easily have been disregarded as being insignificant and unworthy of reflection - “reflective teaching is therefore essential to a professional approach to practice” (Tripp, 2011, p.5). The child could have gone unnoticed by the adults in the room or his peers, and he would have continued to silently suffer feeling as though he did not truly belong as a valued member of the class.  
 
 
 Overview of relevant literature 
 
There are several ways to look at the experience of the child in the classroom discussed earlier and how this singular experience would have affected his wellbeing and self-esteem. One option is through the lens of Maslow's Hierarchy of Needs. This hierarchy was proposed by the American psychologist Abraham Maslow as a way of categorising the basic needs of human society (Maslow, 1943). It is usually displayed visually in a pyramid form, with the more basic needs of the individual shown at the base – the physiological needs are at this point, which are deemed by Maslow as being more important to a human being than safety and security, love and belonging, self-esteem, and self-actualisation (Maslow, 1943). This theory has become a popular framework within the education sector to highlight the requirements of students on a fundamental level (Maslow, 1962). In terms of the child previously mentioned, his reservation and reluctance to share his cultural heritage because of his intrinsic concerns about inclusivity could potentially show that his position within the hierarchy is not secure, which could provide an insight into his emotional and psychological condition. At the most basic level, the physiological needs of the child, such as food, shelter, and safety, have most likely been met. However, his hesitation at sharing details of his background and place of refuge could suggest that his needs are being neglected in terms of his sense of belonging and place within the community. His desire for a sense of recognition and acceptance from his classmates and fellow pupils may be having an influence on his progress both socially and personally, as his self-worth and psychological growth may be hindered by those around him – his sense of belonging must come from “being comfortable with and [having a] connection to others that results from receiving acceptance, respect, and love” (Dodge, Calter & Cate, 2002). As Maslow’s theory states, the barriers he faces in the school environment will therefore likely have a knock-on effect on his effort and attainment in the classroom, his personal development, and his emotional wellbeing – he will not be able to meet the level of self-actualisation where he will be able “to become everything one is capable of becoming” (Maslow, 1987, p.64). 

The Ecological Systems Theory proposed by Urie Bronfenbrenner in 1977 could also be applied when viewing the situation of the child in question. He suggested that a child’s education is influenced by a plethora of factors of their environment that define their development and experiences (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). This is often displayed in a circle with five ‘layers’, beginning with a microsystem, followed by a mesosystem, an exosystem, a macrosystem and a chronosystem (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Each of these five layers will have a defining effect on the child, and, in Bronfenbrenner’s opinion, create the person they will become as an adult – a lack of adult affirmation in their youth can cause children to have poor self-discipline, no self-direction and potentially lead them to develop anti-social behaviour traits in the future (Addison, 1992). In terms of the child in question’s microsystem, he is situated in a classroom of around thirty children his age, a teacher, and a learning support assistant. The interactions this child will have on a consistent basis with these people will have an influence on how he socialises, how he forms his opinions, and how he views himself. If his perception of the classroom is one of an inclusive and welcoming setting, he may be more willing to share his individual experiences - “All students within an IE [inclusive education] environment must be participating, achieving and valued” (Anderson & Deppler, 2014, p.3). If he feels that his immediate microsystem does not support him in this way, however, it may lead to problems witnessed previously. The child’s microsystem would comprise of, among other things, his family and friends, and if they have previously raised issues around inclusivity, then this would also raise problems around conversing about his background. The exosystem, in this scenario the school, and its approach to inclusivity and diversity, through its policies or attitude towards dealing with negative behaviour involving race or colour, would play a part in the child’s reservations, as would the macrosystem of the local community and its acceptance of the child and his heritage, as well as his viewpoint of society in general - as Bronfenbrenner states, “Public policy is a part of the macrosystem determining the specific properties of exo-, meso-, and microsystems that occur at the level of everyday life and steer the course of behaviour and development” (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p.9). The chronosystem of the wider world, and the changing attitudes towards people of diverse backgrounds and cultures, both positive and negative, would also influence the child’s view of themselves and how others view him. The ongoing national news coverage of the conflicts and tribulations in the Middle East and the neighbouring countries to his homeland and hearing how people of his religion and ethnicity are being subjected to segregation, persecution and war, will also likely have an impact on his wellbeing, his cognition, and his perception of his place in society.  

Another prominent theory relevant to the situation of the aforementioned child is Lev Vygotsky’s Sociocultural Theory, which states that a child’s cognitive development is moulded and altered by their social interactions with their peers, and the cultural contexts they are placed in and deal with as they grow and learn, according to which the potential for cognitive development is limited to the area of exploration for which the student is cognitively prepared, but requires help and social interaction, or scaffolding, to fully develop (Briner, 1999, as cited in Kozulin, Gindis, Ageyev, & Miller, 2003). Vygotsky’s theory about the Zone of Proximal Development, or ZPD, emphasises how important support is to a child’s growth - “the zone of proximal development permits us to delineate the child's immediate future and his dynamic developmental state” (Vygotsky, 1978, p.87).  
If the child’s peers had had scaffolding previously in the form of adult guidance and support involving discussions around diversity and inclusion, or whole-class awareness lessons surrounding foreign cultures and immigration prior to a lesson involving new information, he might have been more comfortable sharing about his experiences as his peers may have been more accepting and understanding of his societal differences. The idea of cultural mediation considered by Vygotsky can also influence aspects of the child’s learning and day-to-day experiences (Vygotsky, 1978). If aspects of a child’s heritage are not acknowledged or noticed by others surrounding them, they may lose a sense of belonging and identity, and feel their heritage is not valued by their peers. The sociocultural aspect of the child’s learning is also important as the child can become disassociated with either their fellow students or even their own culture if representation is not present in the classroom - “...negative effects are brought about, for example, by not seeing one’s history, culture, or background represented in the textbook or curriculum or by seeing [these] distorted” (Ladson-Billings, 2009, p.19). 
 

Teaching and Learning Methods
 
The incident that was witnessed could very easily be missed by a casual observer, yet through a more thorough analysis of the incident reveals a more concerning complex issue at hand – they appear “‘typical” rather than ‘critical’ at first sight, but are rendered critical through analysis” (Tripp, 2011, p.25). The reservations felt by the pupil during the class exchange of past experiences could stem from a case of misplaced identity, and therefore could have a profound impact on how the student will interact with those around him on a regular basis. There are many methods that the teacher could use in the classroom to deal with the inequality felt by this child, and any others who may feel the same way, that will positively reinforce a safe, welcoming classroom environment that every child is entitled to, as stated by Article 29 of the UNCRC – “...the education of the child shall be directed to...the development of respect for the child's parents, his or her own cultural identity, language and values, for the national values of the country in which the child is living, the country from which he or she may originate, and for civilizations different from his or her own” (United Nations, 1989). 

A potential solution to the issue of inclusivity would be to introduce an individualised support programme designed to meet the needs of the child, providing an assessment of their needs educationally, emotionally, and socially. The wellbeing of the child would need to be checked on a consistent basis over an extended period, for the student to feel as though they are a valued member of the classroom and so they have an outlet, in the form of a teacher or learning support assistant, that they are able to share feelings or concerns about their welfare to. These counselling sessions would provide the student with the opportunity to share any past negative involvements with their peers, discuss their academic progress, and allow them to suggest any modifications in the teaching of the curriculum that they may have more knowledge about due to their innate identification with their culture. The feeling of being accepted, either through communicating with a teacher or through a peer mentorship scheme, for example, in order to facilitate friendships and assist with peer integration, would allow the child to feel as though they have a voice, and are being listened to. This will only have a positive effect on their learning going forward, as their confidence, social skills and willingness to learn will be enhanced. As mentioned previously, this links to Vygotsky’s theory about having a MKO (or ‘more knowledgeable other’) present as a scaffolding technique to enhance the child’s learning experience – in this case, as an outlet for discourse, but to be used as emotional support if necessary (McLeod, 2020). There is a risk, however, of creating a strong attachment to an adult through these channels that would mean that the child isolates themselves from other children of their age in order to interact with the adult. 

Another solution would be to conduct workshops or lessons planned around the idea of cultural awareness, and to teach children about the necessary sensitivity required when discussing issues of culture and diversity. Involving pupils in these sessions would allow them to become more sympathetic, more understanding and more respectful of people of differing backgrounds, and give them an insight into how diverse the world is. The new Curriculum for Wales welcomes dialogue around diversity and inclusion, and sets, “...high expectations for all, [to] promote individual and national well-being, tackle ignorance and misinformation, and encourage critical and civic engagement” (gov.wales, 2017). The child in this scenario would likely be highly supportive of a cultural session involving his homeland and the surrounding area and would potentially inspire others to further their research around new customs and beliefs. The questioning from the adults and any outside influences in the form of visitors, however, would need to be careful and considered, as there is a risk that a lack of authenticity during activities such as these could lead to tokenism and alienation of a particular culture or religion, having the opposite effect of integrating the child into the classroom environment effectively - “token consultation with community leaders or selected representatives is not adequate” (Brentnall, 2017, p.6). 

Parental involvement would also be an effective method of helping the child become integrated fully into the school environment, and would perhaps alleviate any concerns held by the teacher. Regular communication with family, be it in the form of parents' evenings, weekly online catchups or a phone conversation, would allow action to be taken rapidly and efficiently if problems arose, and again allow the child to feel supported and valued. As mentioned earlier, Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory is theorised around many factors that could affect a child’s development and wellbeing, and one of the most important of these is their homelife, their immediate surroundings and their support system – as he states, “Of key importance in this regard is the inclusion of the family in the communications network” (Brofenbrenner, 1979, p.217). Allowing an open channel with the parents or guardians will permit constant monitoring of his academic progress, his emotional wellbeing and his disposition in the classroom. However, “any attempt to engage with parents and communities must be done properly, sensitively and in a systematic and system-wide way” (Brentnall, 2017, p.6) if confidence in dealing with issues is to be increased. 
 

Discussion 
 
Looking at the child’s reaction during the class discussion and the subsequent analysis of his behaviour as a critical incident has had an impact on my own teaching practice, and will mean my own pedagogical choices will be influenced in the future as a result. Teachers have a major role to play in children’s lives, and the classroom environment that they create must be one that fosters inclusivity, liberal communication and respect. All students must feel valued and appreciated, regardless of their background, creed or status. As Maslow suggests, a child’s needs must be met for them to function properly and succeed in the classroom (Maslow, 1962). As such, it is the teacher’s responsibility to adapt and modify the curriculum accordingly to accommodate all learners through differentiation, inclusive practices and scaffolding, as Vygotsky mentions the importance of (Vygotsky, 1978), and create supportive peer relationships, engage in effective communication with the children, and by participating in self or peer professional development through reflective practice.  
The in-depth examination of a seemingly insignificant event has allowed me to reflect on my own limited experience as a teacher, and whether my focus is on the welfare and wellbeing of all my pupils at all times, or whether my focus is on my own teaching studies, meaning that I would likely miss these critical incidents unfold as they occur on an almost daily basis. It has also made me question if I am as hospitable and accepting of all cultures and religions as I thought I was, or whether I say that I am open-minded but fail to express this to my pupils through words and actions.  

Incorporating subtle yet simple changes to the classroom setting would likely make the discussed child feel a lot more aware that his heritage is appreciated and noticed by his peers and teachers alike. The use of posters on the walls displaying symbols or artworks from his native country, having books written in a language he is more familiar with available, using multilingual resources in group tasks, asking pupils to answer the register in his mother tongue, having guest speakers that represent his religion or homeland to lead an assembly or even celebrating festivals and significant events in his family’s calendar could all be incorporated into the daily teaching routine, and would allow the child to exist in Bronfenbrenner’s exosystem as a valued member of the school. 

The Welsh education sector has been guided by the updated Curriculum of Wales since 2022, when the Four Key Purposes became a foundation for the learning of all children in schools across the country. One of these purposes is for all students to become ethical, informed citizens of Wales and the world (gov.wales, 2017). The teacher, therefore, has a responsibility to understand the individuality of their pupils and their heritage, and to challenge any assumptions or beliefs that could lead to stereotyping. Pupils should be able to “respect the needs and rights of others, as a member of a diverse society” and should be “...knowledgeable about their culture, community, society and the world, now and in the past” (hwb.gov.wales, 2020). In this instance, the teacher has a duty to educate his students that not every pupil in the school may have been born or raised in the same towns and villages that they were, but that they are still valued members of society that should not feel excluded in any circumstance. Students must learn that the world is filled with a myriad of differing languages, cultures and people, and that being understanding and sympathetic to others is a direct order of the curriculum. 
 

Conclusions and Recommendations


The findings of this assignment conclude that an inclusive and culturally sensitive pedagogical approach is essential when considering the potential of a child’s learning. The incorporation of diverse teaching methods that acknowledge and celebrate children's cultural heritage means that educators can create an environment where the child feels valued and understood. This approach aligns with the principles of culturally responsive teaching, a form which emphasises, “using the cultural knowledge, prior experiences, frames of reference, and performance styles of ethnically diverse students to make learning encounters more relevant to and effective for them” (Gay, 2010, p.31). 

The validity of the methods discussed in previous sections is supported by research and best practices in education. Culturally responsive teaching strategies, such as using the examples of integrating diverse perspectives, using inclusive materials and fostering open dialogue when discussing cultural backgrounds, have been shown to improve students' engagement, motivation, and the meeting of learning objectives. The child in question will feel a sense of belonging when the classroom climate promotes positive cross-cultural interactions (Gay, 2010). 

Critical incident methodology enhances the understanding of theories of learning and child development after teachers deliver lessons that illustrate how these theories apply in practice. In this child’s case, it highlights the significance of Vygotsky's sociocultural theory (Vygotsky, 1978), which connects to the principles of Maslow's hierarchy of needs (Maslow, 1943) and the importance of inclusive and culturally responsive teaching in fostering a positive learning environment.  

This critical incident is related to the professional standards of inclusivity, diversity, and culturally responsive teaching. Teachers are instructed to create an inclusive learning environment that respects and values the backgrounds of all students, no matter how diverse (Welsh government, 2019). In order to meet these standards, teachers are expected to adapt their teaching practices so that the requirements of students such as the mentioned child are met so that they promote a culture of inclusivity and equity in the classroom. The professional teaching standards were designed to improve the overall quality of education in schools across Wales (gov.wales, 2017). 

The school that I am attending through placement is about to embark on a so-called Global Dimension fortnight, aiming to showcase a variety of countries and their cultures through an exploration of their people and their livelihoods, so this will be an opportunity to implement the techniques discussed previously into a real-life context for the first time. I will aim to approach every nation and culture I will speak about with respect, sensitivity and acceptance, and I will expect the same from my students too, in their discussions with myself and others. I will make a more conscious effort in my teaching to engage in pedagogical choices that allow representation and visibility of people of all heritages and backgrounds, and to create a classroom environment that I can be proud to be a part of. The analysis of a critical incident has increased my awareness of issues in the classroom that may be missed by the casual observer, but which will hopefully improve my own teaching practice in the future. 
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