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Introduction.
This essay explores the values of adopting critical incident theory to inform future teaching practice and identify learning opportunities. It specifically looks at a case study when a critical incident was observed involving a group of learners. Tripp’s (1993) critical incident theory informs the observer's understanding of reflective practice and its purpose in observation. Tripp (2012) contends that a critical incident is a common incident that is not dramatic by nature but, through analysis, can be considered critical. Critical incidents can show fundamental patterns and structures that give the observer a deeper understanding of the class. It is emphasised that “critical incidents are produced by the way we look at an incident: a critical incident is the interpretation of the significance of the event” (Tripp, 2012, p.8) In contrast to this Brookefield (1990) describes a critical incident as a vividly remembered event that occurs without prior planning or anticipation. However, in the case of this essay we will identify how a “non-significant event” observed can be linked to a vast depth of theoretical frameworks. The British Educational Research Association (BERA) published a framework, including guidelines to be followed when carrying out educational research. It is important to acknowledge as an “observer” for this case study that all  the following sections correspond with BERA Guidelines to protect the rights of the observed participants. Following this framework this essay will ensure that the data shared remains confidential and anonymous in accordance with the norms of educational research (BERA, 2018). This essay will not cover the names of the school and sensitive information regarding the pupils. Although the privacy of the pupils involved is paramount, the school context is needed when reflecting on the observation. The critical incident observed was via an immersive classroom facilitated by University of Wales Trinity St. David. Prior background of the class was briefly noted and it was stated this incident took place in a year 3 class with 25 pupils. The lesson was a group work task on inferences from the Language, Literacy and Communication area of learning (AOLE).The class used different objects to create their own inferences. This was a multicultural class with 10 different nationalities. The class was mixed-ability, with pupils  who have been diagnosed with Autism Spectrum Condition (ASC) and Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD).In the participating school the percentage of pupils identified as having additional learning needs is 12.4 (Estyn 2023). The class was grouped by ability for this observed lesson.
 There was conflict between two students as (pupil A) attempted to include a peer with  ASC  (Pupil B) in the group activity. This raised interest in the social development theories, particularly those from leading scholars such as Bandura's Social and Emotional Learning theory, Jean Piaget (1896–1980) and Lev Vygotsky (1896–1934).The main focus will be on the theories that are linked to the influences on children's behaviour in the classroom particularly towards their peers. Throughout this essay theoretical frameworks will be discussed that support reflective practice and how this can  inform my  teaching methods going forward. The selected incident observation will be presented and examined in connection to curriculum reform in Wales. I will draw on the professional standards and values for teaching in line with the Curriculum for Wales.  A review of the literature will then be conducted iin order to better grasp the nature of the classroom and interactions in this setting. This will be  followed by an overview of my own reflection to indicate next steps for future practice to enhance learners' experiences. .
Exploration  of critical incidents and reflective practice.
Tripp (1993) stated that 
... a critical incident is an interpretation of the significance of an event. To take something as a critical incident is a value judgement we make, and the basis of that judgement is a significance we attach to the meaning of the incident (p.8) 
Furlong (2015) advocates for this theory as it is argued that there is an emphasis on specific skills newly qualified teachers “should'' demonstrate by the end of teaching training programs that there is not a substantial focus on the role of critical reflection in professional learning. Despite Tripp (2012) being the leading scholar in the field of critical incident theory, there are discrepancies from contributing scholars on this topic. Differentiation between the approaches can be seen as Finch (2010) argues that Tripp adopted an "interpretative" approach. While he acknowledges that even routine events can be considered critical, he emphasises that they are not always, instead,  incidents are only critical when considered so by the observer. Joshi (2018) similarly discusses the idea of “routine events” and states that critical incidents may prompt a beneficial examination of these existing procedures. Joshi (2018) explains some teaching styles may be suitable for a teacher or influenced by a school ethos or policy and overtime have become established routines. However, when a teacher engages in reflective practice in action and observes their class using critical incident theories he or she can evaluate such routine behaviours in the class based on how his or her students respond to these techniques (Bouchamma and Basque, 2012).
This approach to teaching is in line with the publication of the professional standards for teaching (Welsh Government 2019, p.16) that states the Teacher consistently broadens their skills and knowledge “and can show how reflection and openness to challenge and support informs professional learning to progressively develop pedagogy”. Based on these standards the observer understands that reflecting on teaching methods and classroom events, using critical incidents is necessary for best practice. Joshi (2018) argues routines are often adopted unconsciously because it is impossible to subject every routine to constant evaluation. From this research, the observer concludes that classroom routines are dependent on the pupils' needs and behaviours and their benefits are not always the same, nor are they without negative effects. As a result, it is important that we keep them subject to reflection. However,  Chaplain (2016)  explains routines are procedural aids that play a critical role in managing everyday social and academic behaviour in schools and classrooms .Their goal is to maintain a standard of classroom management, optimise learning time, and to make classroom life more predictable, efficient, and safe. When established correctly and practised consistently they become automatic. Although the strength of routines is that they allow us to practise without thinking about it can be critiqued that this is the same reason they must be ongoingly reviewed. 
Exploration of the observed critical incident and its links to the “four purposes”.                              
Now that the purpose of reflective practice and Tripp’s theory has been established this classroom observation must now be analysed using this lens of critical incidents. Pupil (B) in this observation has vision impairment and was using a device at the front of the class for support. It may be relevant in further exploration to note that Pupil (B) has been diagnosed with ASC. There was a Teaching Assistant present; however, despite her being assigned to pupil (B) she was assisting the less able pupils as she was transitioning from pupil (B), which was agreed upon with all supporting professionals and parents.  Pupil (B) was requesting a Welly which was used as a resource for the task, from his peer beside him pupil (C ). Pupil (B) attempted to get the welly for over 2 minutes before pupil (A) intervened and asked pupil (C ) to share the welly.  Pupil (A) can be heard saying “you’ve got to share, no give it to him” and grabbed the welly from pupil (C ) and handed it to pupil (B). Shortly after the teacher approached and appeared to note there was an issue with the welly and encouraged pupils to share and passed the welly on. 
After observing this critical incident  it was important to observe this classroom in relation to the standards and pedagogies that have been introduced through the “Curriculum for Wales 2022'” reform. This newly established curriculum is  aimed to "reaffirm the fundamental purposes of education”. (Welsh Government 2021) As recommended by Donaldson (2015) the Curriculum is driven by purposes for the learner, rather than content driven. Furthermore, Donaldson states it is imperative to critically evaluate curricular practices in terms of their objectives, context, relevance, and alignment with the developmental readiness of students. Conventional school education methods often limit opportunities for independent thinking, creative expression, initiative, industriousness, and meaningful social interaction and inclusion. Similarities can be noted between the Curriculum for Wales and Erik Erikson's psychosocial development theory as Batra (2013) states that this theory encourages us to create opportunities for children to develop a sense of reasoned autonomy and to design curriculum practices that regularly encourage children to share their questions, thoughts, ideas, conflicts, suggestions, and creative expressions. This approach fosters a sense of purpose and care in the next generation .From academic research and engaging with the curriculum for Wales this observation class appeared  as a space that can create “Ethical, informed citizens who are ready to be citizens of Wales and the world.” As well as “Healthy, confident individuals who are ready to lead fulfilling lives as valued members of society” (Donaldson 2015, p.5). Both of which are the purposes outlined by Donald. The group work aspect of the lesson provided opportunities for students to participate with other learners from different ethnic backgrounds and learning abilities. This also allows for social and emotional development. The collaboration with ALN students with learning aids gives students the opportunities to gain an understanding about the needs of others in societies. 

Literature review

Schonert-Reichl (2017) explains that social issues between pupils are linked to numerous  aspects of social and emotional learning, as they involve skills related to empathy, relationships, self-regulation, respect, and conflict resolution. All of which are central components of social and emotional learning, (SEL) .From exploring the literature linked to SEL there is a large contribution to the research from Erik Erikson. Cherry (2020) explains that Erik Erikson's psychosocial development theory (1968) offers a comprehensive framework for examining human development across the duration of both child and adult life. This theory can be critiqued when relating to educational research as it does not  concentrate solely on early childhood experiences and educational growth, Erikson's psychosocial theory takes into account the impact of educational and social factors, as well as relationships, on individuals' personalities. However, this theory is still considered relevant when analysing social and emotional learning, especially as Erikson developed his theory by building upon Sigmund Freud's psychosexual development theory and incorporating insights gained from his own work with children and families (Maree 2020). Despite using Frued’s theory as the foundation of this framework, Batra (2013) highlights the differences between both theorists. Unlike Freud, Maree (2020) explains Erikson placed greater emphasis on the role of social factors in shaping human personality and identity. While his framework originated from dated psychoanalytic tradition and clinical observations, it holds significant findings for various groups such as educators, parents, curriculum developers, special educators, school and policymakers. Erikson proposed that every individual undergoes a series of developmental stages from birth to old age. Throughout these stages, individuals must establish their own sense of self-regulation by navigating the interplay between their inner voice, physiological and emotional impulses, and the influence of societal factors. Each stage presents new challenges and opportunities for the individual to understand themselves and others, ultimately contributing to the formation of a unique human identity (Orenstein and Lewis, 2022). From the observation of the critical incident it is evident that pupil (A) is advocating for pupil (B).It can be observed that she is using her voice and sense of responsibility to advocate on behalf of her peers. It could also be said that the role of ALN for pupil (B) has caused pupil (A) to place particular importance on including him in the task.
Social and Emotional learning:
The Education Endowment Foundation (2021) describes Social and Emotional Learning (SEL) as  the educational process when children adopt the skills to understand, identify and  regulate their emotions, Increase their awareness of others emotional needs, feel empathy, build and maintain healthy relationships, and use independent thinking to make responsible decisions. The Education Endowment Foundation (2021) states that social and emotional aspects of learning include: “deal with and resolve, conflict effectively and fairly, solve problems with others or by themselves, manage strong feelings such as frustration, anger and anxiety”. Similarly,  Schonert-Reichl ( 2017) states that the teacher's role is significant  as their social-competence and emotional regulation influence SEL in the classroom. The nature of teachers' relationships with pupils is shaped by their emotional expression and their classroom management abilities can contribute to children's SEL. From this reading the observer believes that classrooms with warm Teacher-child interactions are beneficial. This is supported by Margolis and McCabe (2003)  who discuss the role of teachers in supporting self-efficacy that describe pupils who are feeling supported by their teachers and peers are more willing to confront difficult issues and persevere in challenging learning  tasks. 
As described by Kumpulainen and Wray ( 2002) learning is often perceived not only as a cognitive process limited to an individual  but also as a process involving the creation of meaning and introduction into societal norms and practices. From exploring this literature there is a need for this pedagogical approach in teaching practice to create classroom environments that encourage and facilitate pupils interactions with their peers as they integrate into the classroom community. It is also stated in this article that classrooms should be inclusive spaces that embrace diversity, where all pupils in the “classroom community” are encouraged to actively express their individual thoughts and viewpoints in classroom interactions. Despite this research being dated it is worth noting that this is apparent in the  critical incident observed. The learner (Girl A) was navigating her own morals and values while completing the task set out by the teacher. To draw on this further, the  importance of SEL has been highlighted by Denham (2007) as he states researchers and policy analysts have emphasised the importance of children facing emotional and social developmental challenges in order to thrive in school. Similarly (Alzahrani, Alharbi and Alodwani, 2019) state that social and emotional learning increase educational success in students reading, writing, critical thinking and vocabulary skills. From these academic sources it is evident that social and emotional developments contribute to school achievement.
Bandura's Social Learning Theory:
Bandura (1997)  argued that individuals can learn by observing the behaviour of others, in both authentic settings and by being exposed to others interact socially. This process is often described as modelling or imitation. Despite the point that this theory is dated (Deaton 2015) explains  that the way we learn is still the same. Learners can establish new skills, behaviours, and even beliefs by observing others and the either negative or positive consequences of their actions. That is why, in social learning theory, modelling plays a significant role and why it is relevant for educators. When individuals see someone they perceive as a role model, they are more likely to imitate their actions, especially if they associate those actions as leading to positive outcomes. Deaton (2015) then explains the latter form of modelling, observational learning. This  occurs when the “observer”, or pupil in this case, watches the model's behaviour, retains the information, reproduces the behaviour, and is motivated to do so on the basis of the role models outcomes. In a classroom setting this is often peers or teachers who act as the models .Despite the focus on modelling in Banduras theoretical framework,  self-efficacy has been noted as a key component of Bandura's theory. Bandura (1997) describes self-efficacy as an individual's ability to perform a task or achieve a goal. It is emphasised in this theory that it plays an important role in motivation and human behaviour. If a learner feels they can complete a task successfully they are more likely to engage. Additionally, Webb-Williams (2017) states previous research has shown self-efficacy to be strongly related to academic achievement, course selection and career choice. 
To link this psychological theory to education, (Sanderse, 2013) explains that  although this theory explains the different methods of SEL there is ways to improve and extend on this theory in the classroom .Sanderse (2013) argues modelling is more effective when teachers explain the reasons behind their actions .Despite cognitive-based modelling having a more concrete explanation as to why children demonstrate a particular behaviour, it has limitations. It focuses a primarily on cognitive reasoning and doesn't give enough importance to the influence of our emotions, which are also crucial for understanding how we develop our moral values. In contrast to this, Renniger and Hidi (2019) explain that the neuroscience of motivation shows that children make decisions based on the brain's reward systems. They explain that the brain's reward system can be activated when we seek information and when we are curious. Meaning, the brain is not dependent on role models or external motivators such as positive  peer relationships to learn. Learners intrinsic motivations can be the lead for school success. However, despite these findings many leading theorist such as Bruer (1997) do not acknowledge the relevance of neuroscience in the research for motivation


                                                           Vygotsky vs piaget:
When exploring the literature on pupils' behaviour in the classroom Rubtsov  (2020) believes  that the lead scholars in developmental theories are both Jean Piaget (1896–1980) and Lev Vygotsky (1896–1934). A clear distinction between the two was highlighted by Laurenco (2012) who states Vygotsky's theory of sociocultural development differs from Piaget in a number of ways. Firstly, there is more emphasis on the role of social factors in cognitive development. Vygotsky places importance  on input from adults over peers. Piaget's theory revolved around individuals constructing their knowledge independently. This point is supported by scholars such as Bruner (1997). On the other hand, Vygotsky proposed a theory that  knowledge and development are intrinsically tied to participation in various forms of social interaction, using tools and signs, for example, role play and language, which  are socially constructs. Similarly Rubaslov (2020) identifies the differences in both theorists stating that  in Piaget’s theories there is emphasises on personal experiences and the  individuals actions as a method of learning however, Vygotsky, would argue that the adult and child, in this case pupil and teacher or pupil and pupil, the main method of social development and learning. It is the observer's understanding from the literature that Piaget and Vygotsky had contrasting ideas about how people learn. Piaget focused on personal experiences and views learning as an independent task while Vygotsky emphasised learning occurs through social interactions in communities.

Discussion/learning and next steps.

From observing this critical incident and researching the relevant literature it is possible that a number of causes contributed to the actions of the pupil who made efforts to include the child with ASC in the group work task. It can be assumed from the critical incident that pupil (A) has had a positive role model in the class that demonstrated inclusion, empathy and conflict resolution. As explained by Kingston and Blackmore (2020) not only is the relationship with the teacher paramount for school success but positive peer relationships are as important for high academic achievement. When looking at this incident in a broader context it must be noted a whole school approach is needed for positive social and emotional learning. In the previous literature review it is identified the teachers attitudes and behaviour influences peer relationships. This raised questions as the observer to question what influences the behaviour and emotional well-being of the teacher. Blackmore and Kingston (2020) make reference to issues of professional retention across both, teacher training, primary and secondary schools. They explain that adopting a positive school approach is needed to increase retention rates.  As Sims (2017) explains, the research shows that high turnover rates in teachers links with poor school attainment for learners. This demonstrates that positive school relationships not only between pupils and teachers is needed for school success but a supportive school environment for teachers from school leaders. This informs my belief that teachers must feel valued and supported in their roles in order to create a space for students to establish affirmative relationships with their peers. 


From reviewing the literature on social development and trying to understand the critical incident and the reasoning for  pupil (A) to include and empathise with pupil  (B) the observer must now consider how this informs future practice. Support strategies are outlined by Whittington et al (2015) in the well-being classroom project. It states as educators it is our responsibility to create a fair and inclusive learning environment where all learners feel supported and safe. According to Whitington and McInnes (2017)  “in sociological research, the term ‘community’ refers to a sense of membership, shared emotional connection, needs fulfilment and influence within a group” (Nowell & Boyd, 2014, p. 230). These groups can be based on locality, religion, interests or age. From this reading the observer agrees that the classroom is a group, also known as a community. The class is a community that can function as a powerful tool that gives learners instance positive feedback allowing all pupils to feel a sense of achievement, inclusivity and identity. Those who experience difficulties within the group are not excluded, but rather invited into a process of communication to enable the community to accommodate and adapt to meet members’ needs. Often this is facilitated by the teachers and other school staff. The term ‘community’ in the Wellbeing Classroom project was described as the root for children’s learning and development. As described by the observer earlier in this essay the class is a community that facilitates an authentic everyday context in which children are guided with continuous social and emotional skills, social and teaching  cues that create an understanding and the chance to deal with confrontation.(Cartledge and Milburn, 1978). In summary the classroom is a space that allows ongoing social interactions that develop social and emotional learning. 

Referring back to Tripp (2012), the “dichotomy” between teaching and theory is discussed in depth. Tripp explains that if teachers move away from the thought of linking social or psychological theories to practise and instead construct theories from the teaching practice observed in critical incidents in the classroom we can come to a better understanding of the classroom interactions. This “theory- practice gap” which he explains is in fact a “theory-theory” gap (Tripp, 2012,p.124) as the theoretical models and terminology used in education is not based on a classroom setting. For example, Tripp explains the theory of motivation is often explored in educational research, however this is based on the idea of motivation in a neuroscientific context, as teachers will know that often motivation is not the issue in the classroom, it is in fact getting students to start and finish tasks. Tripp’s explains that teachers can often be judged professionally as they do not link their practice to “educational” theories taught in University or training, however teachers can be active researchers and self-reflective interpreters of their own practice. This can be supported by previous literature discussed on reflective practice earlier in this essay. 




Conclusion

In conclusion, drawing on this information it is important to be aware of the importance of the social role teachers play in creating a supportive learning environment that places an emphasis on community in the classroom. This learning was made possible by engaging in this critical incident observation. I have identified that as an educator it is my role to be an active researcher in my practice and use the way my students interact with each other as a guide of how my actions are influencing my classroom. I will carry forward the idea of the classroom as a community and respect the role I have ensuring all members are treated fairly and are included. This was discovered through exploration of the assignment's objective  to observe a critical incidents using Tripp’s (1993) methodology based on a group of learners in a  classroom setting. The need for educators to actively engage in reflective practice is evident from completing this essay and this recommendation is made in the reformed curriculum policy in Wales and the Teaching Standards. This finding is based on the belief that effective teaching is built on the basis of consistent reflective practice and observations in the classroom. The observed incident was examined within the context of academic literature, which offered various perspectives on the concept of social and emotional development of learners and the impact the role of the teacher has on this. The process of reflection led to the identification of next steps for teaching, directly related to the incident that was observed.
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Appendices 



OBSERVATION / FIELD NOTES

Record 1
	Date and time, year group: Year 3


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

· Year 3 Language, Literacy and Communication lesson.
· Lesson on inferences.
· 25 pupils.
· Teacher and Teaching Assistant in the room.
· 10 nationalities in the class and non-English speakers. 
· Children sitting in groups, facing each other. One row at the front of class facing the board.
· Grouped by ability.
· Pupil with ALN and device at front row.





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

· Pupil (A) notices pupil (B) is trying to get the welly off pupil (C ).
· Pupil (A) says “give it to him, you’ve got to share.
· Pupil (A) grabs welly off pupil (C) and hands it to pupil (B)
· Teacher approaches and tells the group they need to share and passes the welly to pupil (C ).
· Pupil (B) says “we need to share” and the teacher takes the welly from pupil (C) and gives it to pupil (B)
· When the teacher moves to the next group pupil (c) attempts to grab they welly off pupil (B) but he does not share.
· Pupil (C ) approaches the teacher who is assisting another group.
· Pupil (A) asks for the welly from pupil (B) which he ignores.
· Pupil (A) then leaves the desk and walks towards the teacher.
· Pupil (B) is then called out of class by support staff. 









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

· Why did pupil (A) insist on the welly being shared to pupil (B).
· Is this a reoccuring classroom problem? Does pupil (c) consistently not share with pupil (B) ?
· Does the fact that pupil (B) has additional learning needs influence pupils (A) feelings and need to advocate for pupil (B)?
· How as a teacher, can we resolve and overcome these daily confrontations between pupils?














