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

Introduction

This assignment focuses on the evaluation of an observed critical incident found within a teaching setting. This work will add to the expanding bank of research surrounding the use of critical incidents and how they are imperative to the teaching profession. Being able to observe critical incidents allows for events to be noticed, be it big or small, that had a consequence on either the atmosphere of the class or the relationship between teacher and pupils. As a result of this, the teacher has the ability to evaluate this interpretation of the incident, enabling them to become more reflective practitioners and ensure their professional development is ever ongoing. Furthermore, it promotes positive relationships between teacher and pupil as the teacher is adaptable in order to suit their needs after making changes due to their evaluations. One might assume that a critical incident, with the connotations of ‘critical’, would be a negative experience observed within a classroom setting. This is not the case; critical incidents do not have to be negative, but simply critical enough to evaluate and reflect on.
 
Critical incidents are examples of key strategies that can be used by teachers in order to develop their understanding of their professional judgements as well as their individual practices (Tripp, 2012, p. 24). As coined by David Tripp, critical incidents allow for an interpretation of an event’s significance which is crucial to a teacher’s professional development as action can be taken after this observation in order to act on reflection (Tripp, 2012, p. 30). This is essential in order to continuously develop teaching practices. Not only this, but this enables teachers to establish better relationships with their pupils and thus provide them with a better education.

The Role of Critical Reflection

	Working within the teaching profession has become increasingly surrounded by the concept of critical reflection. The role of critical reflection has become prominent within recent research and has a deep-set focus within the new Curriculum for Wales. Reflection in teaching emerged from research leaders such as John Dewey who argued that teachers should become reflective practitioners. He states that thinking reflectively means to take serious and considerable thought towards a subject (Dewey, 1933). For Dewey, education in itself is an opportunity for establishing reflective habits in order to engage in “intelligent action” (Bruster & Peterson, 2013, p. 171). By doing this, teachers are able to fully understand the situation they are reflecting upon, what the origins of the situation were, and what to consider moving forward as a practitioner. This is reflected within the context of the Welsh education system. The role of critical reflection is evident within the Professional Standards for Wales whereby professional development for teachers is a key component (Welsh Government, 2017). This suggests that critical reflection plays a huge role in today’s education system as it is embedded within the new curriculum and plans for teaching within Wales.

Many other academics have evaluated Dewey’s thesis throughout the years and have added to it, creating the pivotal research that underpins reflective practice today. Donald Schön, for example, describes critical reflection as a point whereby the teacher becomes a researcher (Schön, 1991, p. 68). Therefore, by continuously researching our own pedagogies, we have the ability to achieve a growth mindset, as coined by Carol Dweck, whereby we become fascinating by growing our intellect and eager to teach as we learn new techniques and research (Dweck, 2017, pp. 204-205). Dewey and Schön’s works have underpinned much of the research surrounding critical reflection. They ultimately argue that critical reflection has a basis in evidence-taking. Teachers look at evidence of their own teaching and reflect on it, allowing for either changes to be made to or an affirmation of continuing practices (Farrell, 2012, p. 14). Both of these are done after an analysis of the evidence rather than on impulse (Farrell, 2012, p. 14). This means that not only is the teacher able to give pupils’ a more informed education, but it will be carefully thought-through and intellectual.

	Critical reflection is not specified to just the classroom setting. Paula Zwozdiak-Myers, for example, suggests that critical reflection gives teachers the opportunity to gain a holistic view of their pupils’ development if they reflect not only on situations within the classroom, but also how these relate to school life generally (Zwozdiak-Myers, 2012, p. 34). As a result, teachers are able to provide the best and most effective education for their pupils as they are not only aware of their own practice, but how each individual’s development can be catered for. To critically reflect on our teaching styles means that lessons can become more engaging and, from learning what disengaged pupils in the first place, allows for them to become more active learners and for teachers to provide an education that penetrates the brain in a way it has yet to (Ashwin, 2020, p. 11). 

Observation

	This critical incident evaluation is based on an incident seen through the eyes of a privileged observer. In accordance with BERA guidelines which stress the importance of anonymity and confidentiality, especially in the case of children, the school setting will be known as School X and the pupil in question will be known as Pupil A (BERA, 2018). 

	School X is an English medium secondary school based in the South Wales area which caters for pupils of 11 to 18 years of age. As of 2022, there were over 1300 pupils on roll and 185 of these were attributed to the sixth form that School X has. There are approximately 25% of pupils that live in the 20% most deprived areas of Wales, along with approximately 32 different home languages spoken across the school. The last Estyn inspection also highlighted that the school has a Special Teaching Facility (STF) (Estyn, 2015).

Critical Incident Linked to Donaldson’s Four Purposes

	The critical incident in question revolved around a Year Seven class within School X. The class was a mixed ability class and the critical incident was during a History lesson which occurred during the first lesson of the day on a Tuesday. The class seemed settled as they sat down and this could be due to the fact that they had settled back into the school after the break between the weekend and Monday. The class had entered the class directly after their registration time which meant they arrived as a group and without any latecomers. Since this was a Year Seven class which had only been in School X for around a month, the teacher revealed to the observer that this was only the third time she had taught them and that she was still remembering their names. From this we can infer that she was just beginning to form relationships with the pupils in her class. The class was set up with rows of desks all set up facing the front of the class. All pupils faced the whiteboard and the teacher’s desk, meaning that they could all engage fully with the class as it proceeded. The class was decorated with many colourful displays with information such as key words as well as spelling, punctuation and grammar sheets. The plans for learning for this particular subject were clear as there was a timeline attached to the back of the wall which led the topics covered throughout Key Stage 3. 

This particular critical incident relates to an interaction between Pupil A and the class teacher. Pupil A sat in the front row of the class near to the teacher’s desk. Once the teacher had done the register and had begun the lesson, Pupil A spoke without being asked or raising his hand. He asked the teacher if he could have a positive mark on his file if he was quiet in the lesson. The teacher responded with “Absolutely”, however she made it clear that she did not want him quiet and not answering questions, but that she wanted him focused. As a result of this, Pupil A was respectful throughout the lesson by not causing distractions for his peers but was also engaged fully with the lesson and his rapport with the teacher was positive. The teacher walked around the class whilst they worked and she praised the pupil in question for his hard work during the lesson. The observer noted that there could have been previous behavioural issues in this lesson or others with Pupil A and the teacher confirmed this after the lesson has ended. 

Evidently, this critical incident is reflected within aspects of Graham Donaldson’s Four Purposes which the Curriculum for Wales is underpinned by. The interaction between Pupil A and the teacher provides the pupil with the opportunity to become an ambitious, capable learner who sets himself high standards and seeks and enjoys challenges (Donaldson, 2015). This can be clearly seen within this critical incident as the teacher sets the learner a challenge to remain focused in order to gain an achievement point at the end of the lesson. Not only this, but the pupil is setting himself a challenge as he proposes the strategy to the teacher, suggesting his ambition to do well in order to be achieved. This can also develop the learner into an ethical, informed citizen who considers the impact of their actions. However, this critical incident also relates to the enabling of Pupil A to become a healthy, confident individual who can form positive relationships based upon trust and mutual respect (Donaldson, 2015). The learner forming a positive relationship with his teacher by agreeing to behave or is perhaps attempting to mend their relationship which may have been strained by behaviour I the past. Nevertheless, by both parties agreeing to this strategy, a degree of mutual respect can be gathered by both. Furthermore, the learner also has the ability to form more positive relationships with his peers if he does not cause a distraction for them during their lesson. If Pupil A can reflect this behaviour through his whole-school experience then he will certainly succeed at exceeding these purposes of the curriculum.

Literature Review

	As a result of evaluating this critical incident, it is evident that theory can be used to further analyse this event. This critical incident is based on behaviour management and two key theories have been identified that will be discussed: B. F. Skinner’s Operant Conditioning Theory and Lee and Marlene Canter’s Assertive Discipline Theory.

B. F. Skinner’s Operant Conditioning Theory

	It is clear that this critical incident is a prime example of Skinner’s 1938 conditioning theory in an attempt to control behaviour. Operant conditioning is the theory that rewards and punishments can be given for certain behaviours and that through this conditioning, a link is made between a certain behaviour and its consequence. As a result, the behaviour will either happen more or less frequently. This theory has varying types of consequences known as reinforcement and punishment. Reinforcement increases the frequency of the behaviour happening due to the consequences and punishment decreases the frequency of the behaviour (O'Donohue & Ferguson, 2001). These are split between positive and negative reinforcement and punishment. Positive means that a stimulus is added whilst negative means a stimulus is taken away (O'Donohue & Ferguson, 2001). This conditioning theory suggests that behaviour can be trained by using reinforcement and punishment. The critical incident in question can be linked to Skinner’s theory as it is clear that the teacher is adding the stimulus of an achievement point in order to control the pupil’s behaviour and to set up his future behaviour in her lessons. 

	However, Skinner’s work has been debunked by more recent academics who have looked at operant conditioning over a longer period of time. Uri Gneezy, Stephan Meier and Pedro Rey-Biel state that operant conditioning can be predicted to be successful as the theory supports the idea that incentives can change behaviour (Gneezy, et al., 2011). However, the academics argue that this may aid in altering behaviour for a short period of time, this theory may not work over a long time period as once the incentives are removed, individuals’ motivations will decrease (Gneezy, et al., 2011). Furthermore, Ellen Criss has contested the use of Skinner’s theory as it ignores other aspects that can contribute to student behaviour, such as cognitive ability. Criss states that if reinforcers are used too often, pupils may feel as if they are being manipulated, or some may always expect a reward if they behave as desired (Criss, 2011). Not only this, but Criss argues that the mixed ability of the class may also impact the effectiveness of the Skinner theory. Those pupils who work hard to achieve decent results differ from those who do not have to work hard to achieve excellence (Criss, 2011). As a result, the operant conditioning theory does not work for every individual pupil and could be seen as unfair.

There are also arguments that Skinner’s theory can work, but not in the way that the teacher intends it to. Terry Shepherd and Diana Linn discuss this with negative reinforcement in particular. A situation when negative reinforcement could be used is as if a pupil throws a tantrum if they do not understand the work and the teacher takes the work away. Whilst this solves the issue of the tantrum, now the child could become conditioned into believing that by creating a fuss, they do not have to do the work (Shepherd & Linn, 2015). Even worse than this, other students may see this interaction occur and wish to do the same, causing an ineffective behaviour management strategy to be assumed. The works of Criss and Shepherd and Linn are more recent works too, suggesting that this method has been trialled through recent decades but has ultimately not succeeding as an effective tool.

Evidently, whilst Skinner’s theory works as a theoretical concept, in reality it has too many issues for it to become an effective behaviour management strategy.

Lee and Marlene Canter’s Assertive Discipline Theory

	The 1976 Canter Assertive Discipline theory is a key component to this critical incident but also links well to Skinner’s conditioning theory. Assertive Discipline theory involves a more controlled approach whereby the teacher has control over the environment. The aim is to convince children that behaving will benefit them via positive and negative consequences. By catching them being good, positive consequences occur as the children become more inclined to behave. However, Canter suggests that this theory also allows for learners to take responsibility for their own actions. Speaking in 1988, Canter states that should they misbehave, learners have to accept the consequences of their own actions as they chose to behave as such (Canter, 1988). Canter’s theory links directly to Skinner’s theory as the idea of positive reinforcement to encourage good behaviour is outlined throughout the Canter theory. Canter even references Skinner when discussing how his theory is based on positives (Canter, 1988). This can clearly be applied to the critical incident in question. The teacher was in full control of the interaction with Pupil A, clearly marking out the plan for him to succeed. Should he have misbehaved, he would have understood why he did not get a positive mark and taken responsibility for those consequences. Ultimately, the goal of praise and achievement encourages the pupil to behave accordingly. Despite this, Canter’s theory could be viewed as outdated due to the fact it is now almost fifty years old, however from the works reviewed it is clear that this is not the case.

	Canter’s work has been applauded by some academics and it is clear that the theory still applies in today’s education system as it is still being discussed. Some academics, such as Raymond Soltysek, have not only commented on the rewarding aspect of the Assertive Discipline theory, but have also expanded further on its contribution to the study of behaviour management. Soltysek highlights that Canter’s theory has links to the behaviourist school of thought and argues that the concept of awarded satisfactory behaviour and sanctioning bad behaviour has successfully become a “fundamental principle” of many school behaviour management systems (Soltysek, 2018). There is also reference to the importance of praise within the classroom which Soltysek argues can be a factor in improving pupil confidence and motivation and can as such produce positive behaviour (Soltysek, 2018). When discussing bad behaviour and how it is dealt with, Soltysek suggests that it is not how severe a sanction is, but how consistency is key when it comes to dealing with bad behaviour. Consistently sanctioning bad behaviour, as well as consistently praising good behaviour, provides a model for what good behaviour should look like and how this can restore behaviour within the classroom (Soltysek, 2018). However, it is worth noting that Canter’s theory is one of many referenced by Soltysek and thus is simply being used to compare and contrast ideas surrounding theory.

	However, there are some academics who contest Canter’s principles. Dan Gartrell is an example of an anti-Canterist who deems the Assertive Discipline theory as concerning over the impact on “the self-concepts of children, the learning atmosphere of the classroom, and the sensibilities of professional teacher” (Gartrell, 1987). Gartrell highlights the step-by-step intervention technique which is favoured by Canter which involves writing names on the board should pupils misbehave or not work hard enough. Ultimately, Gartrell argues that Assertive Discipline works well in terms of promoting praise and enforcing positives but promotes too much public punishment for pupils which can affect them in later life. He spoke to the older generation who had grown up in fear of school due to the very public punishments that would occur over minor incidents such as incomplete homework and states that this should be avoided during a time of educational reform, not continued on through Canter’s work (Gartrell, 1987). Essentially, whilst Canter’s theory promotes positivity on behalf of those who work for praise, it has the opposite effect on those who do not. Gartrell states that children are punished for what they have done by the teacher, rather than the teacher helping them to resolve whatever the issue is. Furthermore, whilst this technique squashes behaviour issues quickly, Gartrell states that this is not the most effective way and that there are theories which create a better relationship between pupil and teacher, such as the Glasser theory whereby behaviour is discussed after class (Gartrell, 1987). However, it is worth considering the age of this source as it could be seen as outdated compared to Soltysek’s work and not relevant to today’s education.

	From this, it is clear that whilst Canter’s theory has its issues, it does appear to work in some schools’ behaviour management systems and can be used effectively as long as consistency is key.

Reflection/Evaluation and Next Steps

	After considerable analysis and research of the critical incident in question, significant conclusions have been made concerning the interaction.

After the critical incident initially occurred, I believed that this incident was an act of positive punishment as the addition of the positive mark on the pupil’s file as a consequence of his good behaviour can be seen as an addition of a stimulus to decrease the probability of the bad behaviour happening again. However, after researching and reflecting on the incident, I have contested this as this critical incident can also be viewed as an example of positive reinforcement. The addition of the stimulus, which in this case is the achievement point on Pupil A’s file, can be used in order to increase the desired behaviour that the pupil displays as a result. This can be used within the classroom to not only improve the relationship between the teacher and the pupil but also to condition the learner into understanding the desired behaviour and how it can have positive consequences for him. 

	From evaluating this critical incident and the literature surrounding the theories embedding it, I can understand why this technique is not only a popular technique, but an effective one. There are elements of both Skinner and Canter’s theories within this critical incident and I believe that they have contributed to this interaction. However, this is not to say that these would work universally in every classroom with every learner. Skinner’s operant conditioning theory has been majorly criticised and it is clear to me now that the concept can sometimes work in one’s favour, but it can also become an ineffective behaviour management strategy as demonstrated by Shepherd and Linn. As a result of this reflection, Skinner’s theory seems outdated and with too many criticisms to carry out.

On the other hand, Canter’s theory is one which I will be trialling within my training year as this theory demonstrates an effective strategy whereby the teacher is in control, however the pupil still takes responsibility for their own actions. Should this be ineffective for my own teaching practice, I will reflect and improve my professional development by researching alternative strategies towards behaviour management, such as William Glasser’s Reality Therapy theory. Glasser’s theory gives pupils a front-seat approach to behaviour management as they set the class rules themselves in a bid for them to understand that they need to make better choices and that their choice of how they behave affects others around them (Glasser, et al., 1990). The pupils here take responsibility for their actions further than Canter’s theory allows them to. On reflection, despite the positive critical incident, if I were to carry out this interaction I would use Glasser’s theory may have created a better outcome. For example, the rules for the class could have been decided at the beginning of term and thus could have been referred back to throughout the year to hold the pupils accountable for their behaviour. If this had occurred, this critical incident may have ceased to exist as Pupil A would have had to have taken responsibility for his actions before this point in time.

When reflecting on my own professional learning and development, it is vital to follow a reflection model which will allow me to fully understand my previous actions and how I can learn from them. As a result of this, I will be reflecting through Gibbs’ Model of Reflection (1988). Whilst David Kolb’s Learning Cycle is also a key reflective model, Gibbs’ model is more in-depth and allows for not only an evaluation of the experience but deciding what to do in future experiences through an engagement with scholars and literature. I believe that through Gibbs’ reflective model, I can not only assess my teaching through learning from my experiences, but I can effectively tie my teaching practice to the Professional Standards as well as to the Curriculum for Wales to ensure that I am providing my learners with the best education possible.

Conclusion

	This essay has highlighted how critical reflection is a key component to every teacher’s development, as well as the importance of the observation of  critical incidents as a form of analysis of our teaching practices. It is clear that becoming a reflective practitioner is essential to not only develop as a teacher, but also to enable the development of our pupils’ educations. This essay has demonstrated that one critical incident can hold so much analysis and evaluation and that if we reflect on our practice often, we should be able to visualise our issues and move forward on how to solve these. Furthermore, this means that we are constantly learning as practitioners. 

For teachers in Wales, this is even more evident. The fact that Professional Learning is a key component of the Professional Standards for Teaching and Leadership means that it has been made a central focus for the Welsh Government and enables precision on behalf of teacher development (Welsh Government, 2017). This means that there is more of a focus on the role of critical reflection for teachers and emphasises its importance in teaching practice within the Curriculum for Wales. We as teachers are to set an example to our pupils and the fact that we are “ambitious, capable learners” ourselves emphasises this further (Donaldson, 2015).
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