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Introduction

This essay is based upon an observation made of a primary classroom environment via an immersive experience.  The object of the observation was to highlight a potential critical incident for further analysis using Tripp’s methodology.  David Tripp is an educational researcher who developed the theory of critical incident analysis.  This is a method of reflecting on teaching situations that are relevant and important for professional development.  A critical incident does not need to be a dangerous or threatening situation, rather ‘a critical incident is an interpretation of the significance of an event’ (Tripp, 2011, p.39).  What may initially seem inconsequential, can actually have consequences and a deeper meaning.  This methodology for critical incidents can help promote reflective practice and inform decision making, which is crucial for the continual development of a practitioner.  This can better equip teachers for the dynamic challenges of the classroom and lead to improved teaching and better learning results (Tripp, 2011).  
The context of the classroom that the observation was made, is as follows: It is a year 4 primary class, with 24 children in total.  The set up of the class consists of a boy with ALN (vision impairment) and two more able girls in the front row.  The front right table consists of EAL children.  The child in question for the incident is sat at this table and is wearing a black and white chequered top. For the purpose of this work, he will be described as child B. The table on the front left consists of less able children with a TA for additional support.  Then the back tables are generally more able.  The critical incident that I noticed was the boy on the front right table who raises his hand to participate, over and over, but gets overlooked.  Although he is on the EAL table, ALN is not the focus of this essay.  To explore both topics in sufficient detail is beyond the scope of this essay.  The aim of the assignment is to explore the possible theoretical links that can explain the impact of the critical incident.  This will include such theories as, the zone of proximal development, operant conditioning and social learning theory.  The concepts of active participation, self-efficacy, enabling adults and environments will also be explored in relation to the incident.  This will lead to a broader discussion about what techniques or methods could be used to avoid or mitigate such incidents.   












Literature Review

To begin, the lens of the social constructivism will be explored.  Lev Semyonovich Vygotsky (1896-1934) was a Russian psychologist whose work is credited with developing an approach that connects both the social and mental aspects of child development.  As a social constructivist, Vygotsky believed that all aspects of a child’s learning, have a history based on real-life experiences, much of it obtained even before the child enters formal education (Gray & Macblain, 2015).  In his work the ‘Mind In Society’, Vygotsky posed the question why the great thinkers ‘never entertained the notion that what children can do with the assistance of others might be in some cases even more indicative of their mental development than what they can do alone’ (Vygotsky, 1978, p.85).  This concept is known as the zone of proximal development (ZPD) and although only amounting to a few pages of his body of work, has been some of the most influential aspects of his theory.  
Vygotsky defined the ZPD as: ‘the distance between a child’s actual developmental level, as determined by independent problem solving, and the level of potential development as determined through problem solving under adult guidance or in collaboration with more competent peers’ (Vygotsky, 1978, p.86).  The ZPD represents the space between what a child can do independently and what could be reached with the guidance of a more knowledgeable other.  Support for Vygotsky’s ZPD theory can be found from Lisa S Freund and her dolls house experiment.  The result of which concluded that guidance from a more knowledgeable other within the ZPD resulted in a considerably more positive outcome when compared to working independently (Freund, 1990.).  However, it must be noted the difficulty of tailoring learning opportunities via the ZPD consistently, to a class full of children with varying abilities and needs.  
The criticisms of Vygotsky’s work more broadly are based upon the many inaccuracies found within the translations of his work, along with the omission of his adherence to Marxist Philosophy (Gray & MacBlain, 2015.).  It cannot be understated how much this Marxist theoretical framework contributed to his thinking.  For example, Karl Marx, Capital and Friedrich Engels, Dialectics of Nature are both quoted in the introduction of the Mind in Society (Vygotsky, 1978).   The ZPD relates to the critical incident when one considers that ‘learning awakens a variety of internal developmental processes that are able to operate only when the child is interacting with people in his environment and in cooperation with his peers’ (Vygotsky, 1978, p.90).  In this instance, the failure to acknowledge the raised hand could be a missed opportunity to offer the framework and scaffolding necessary to fulfil learning objectives.  When we think of the ZPD as problems that children cannot solve independently but only with assistance, it is essential that learners receive the necessary support by interacting with the more knowledgeable other, in this case the teacher.Top of Form
Contrastingly, the behaviourist outlook can also offer possible explanations  Regarded as the father of operant conditioning, the American psychologist B F Skinner (1904-1990) built on the work of the behaviourist Edward L Thorndike (1874-1949) to further explain more complex forms of learning (Gray & MacBlain, 2015).  Skinner agreed with Thorndike’s theory that ‘individuals are not passive but active learners whose behaviour is shaped and maintained by rewards or punishments’ (Gray & MacBlain, 2015 ,p.56).  Operant conditioning works on the premise that positive feedback (such as praise, a thumbs up, a clap or a smile) strengthen and reinforce such behaviour.  However, negative feedback (in the form of less time on break, moved down the spotlight or a time out) will discourage such behaviour (Gray & MacBlain, 2015).  Critics may claim that Skinners work and that of behaviourists in general, are outdated.  However, ‘Skinner’s theory continues to exert a direct and profound influence on education’  (Gray & MacBlain, 2015, p.4).  Across the education system, behaviour charts are used on a daily basis in some form or another to encourage or discourage certain behaviours.  Although, research has shown that the misuse of a reward system can undermine the intrinsic motivation of a child.     
Operant conditioning in relation to the critical incident.  When the child in question raises his hand but is then ignored, multiple times, he is denied the opportunity for the positive feedback that would then strengthen the chances of active participation in the future.  This is also highlighted after he has lowered his hand out of frustration from being ignored, once he hears a classmate being awarded a dojo point for continually participating, he immediately raises his hand to participate again.  Validation and the potential for a reward are clearly motivating factors here.  Put simply, if a student thinks they will be rewarded for participating, they are more likely to attempt it. (Gray & MacBlain, 2015).  However, when a student is constantly overlooked, it can then have the opposite effect.  Although not directly receiving negative feedback from the teacher, the associated feelings of frustration and the subsequent disengagement linked to being overlooked could prohibit active participation in the future.      
The social learning theory relevancy to the incident.  Albert Bandura (1925-2021) believing social factors were crucial to learning, introduced his social learning  theory in the 1970s.  At the time, it was a serious deviation away from the prevalent behaviourist methodology, championed by the likes of Skinner.  More specifically, it all began with an experiment involving a ‘Bobo doll’.  In his lab, Bandura observed that the children who witnessed adults attacking ‘Bobo’ were more likely to do so themselves.  Thus, demonstrating that learning can occur through imitation and social modelling (Bandura & Walters, 1977).  What Bandura found interesting, was that there was no reward for attacking the doll.  The children were simply engaging in behaviours they had witnessed but that had not been reinforced.  Hence, learning was taking place not as a result of reinforcement but as a result solely of observation (Gray & MacBlain, 2015).      
This observational learning can be related to the critical incident in question.  For example, if the child observes his classmates actively participating via hand raising and asking/answering questions then he is imitating their behaviour.  He has witnessed his peers receive the positive reinforcement and praise linked to the participation.  However, when he then gets overlooked, it can have a detrimental effect.  Being ignored by someone as influential as a teacher could result in demotivation and discourage future participation through observation and imitation.  Another element of Banduras work that can apply directly to the critical incident is that of self-efficacy (Bandura, 1997).  Bandura saw self-efficacy as a learners belief in their ability to succeed at relevant tasks, along with the capability to show the necessary self-control to gain success.  Self-efficacy was built on the foundations of positive and supportive feedback, observing others succeed and the understanding of relevant emotions and feelings (Bandura, 1997). Therefore, as a role model, a teacher can boost self-efficacy by serving as a trusted voice of encouragement.  However, if a child feels ignored it could negatively affect this self-efficacy.  This could lead to feelings of anxiety and a reluctance to participate in the future, which in turn could lead to poor overall self-efficacy (Gray & MacBlain, 2015).    




Explanation of Case Study

The following is a detailed account of the observed incident and its context.  It takes place during an immersive experience of a primary school year 4 classroom.  The incident takes place from the very beginning of the video. All the children are sat down at their tables. The teacher has an image on the board with the question above asking ‘what inferences can you make’.  The children are already engaged and have already offered some answers at this point.  Child B has now raised his hand.  A child to the left of the screen has been asked to provide an answer and has subsequently been praised by the teacher.  The teacher then states he needs two more answers, then proceeds to ask a child from the front row.  During this period child B has his hand continually raised.  When the child in the front row is asked to answer, child B briefly drops his hand, only to raise it again using his other arm for support.  We are now 3 minutes into the video, with almost 3 minutes of hand raising for child B.  
The teacher now asks for the final answer and asks if there is anyone who has not yet shared because he ‘can be forgetful’.  Child B’s hand remains raised, indicating that he has not been asked to participate at this point.  The teacher asks a child to the left and child B immediately drops his arm to the table in frustration.  Here, a link can be made to the social learning theory of Bandura. The teacher engages with the child and then elaborates upon the answer given before offering praise for the involvement of the class so far.  The children are then asked to drop their pens for a further explanation.  The child’s hand has remained lowered.  The teacher now asks the class for help in explaining the instructions for the main part of the lesson, as ‘this is where we get to the exciting part of the lesson’.  He then asks who is going to read the first bullet point of the success criteria.  The child immediately raises his hand but drops it before a child to the left is asked.  The teacher responds in Welsh ‘da iawn’ before stating he will be walking to each table to give them an item of footwear.  
The teacher then asks for the second bullet point to be read and the child in question again raises his hand.  The teacher asks a different child to read and then offers some instructions on how to examine the footwear on each table and why it is important everyone on the table gets an opportunity to examine the footwear.  He then asks for the third bullet point to be read, child B does not raise his hand.  However, a girl who has offered her hand on multiple occasions is praised and awarded a dojo point for ‘participating loads’.  The child now raises his hand again.  This is an opportunity to link operant conditioning to the incident.  This time a child to the left is asked yet, child B keeps his hand raised both during and after the answer is given.  The teacher then offers advice on sentence starters and asks for the next bullet point to be read out.  The child continues to offer his hand.  Yet again another child is chosen, the teacher then explains about question prompts and the child’s hand continues to be raised  (with some support of his other arm).  
We are now 6 minutes and 30 seconds into the video and the child has had his arm raised for the majority of this time (switching from arm to arm).  The teacher now asks who is going to read the final bullet point at the bottom.  The child now has both arms raised.  The teacher asks a different child to read, the child drops both his hands down in disappointment.  The teacher then asks who wants to help me a ‘take a lucky dip from the vocabulary envelope’ (which are there to help make inferences).  The child again raises his hand but unfortunately he is overlooked again.  This is now 7 minutes and 30 seconds later.  For the overwhelming majority of the time child B has tried his best to participate.  He has raised his hand, used his other arm to help support it when starting to feel heavy, has swapped arms and raised both at the same time.  Throughout this incident, the zone of proximal development poses potential exploration.              






























Teaching and learning methods

Above, the potential impacts of the critical incident have been discussed.  Being overlooked can be frustrating and dispiriting and lead to disengagement from the lesson.  Another child was asked to answer, the answer is given and then the class moves on, without the child contributing.  Furthermore, if it occurs often enough, it could lead to a situation where the child feels so discouraged they stop participating altogether.  A learning strategy that could be employed to avoid such incidents is the ‘think-pair-share’ (TPS) method.  Proposed by Dr Frank Lyman (1971) of the University of Maryland, TPS begins when a class is posed a question.  They are then allocated time to think it over in silence, before pairing up to discuss their opinions.  Finally, the class discusses their thoughts and opinions as a group.  This discussion forms an important aspect of the classroom interaction and environment (Sharma & Saarsar, 2018).  This method promotes collaboration and group work, where the learners can share their opinions with peers before engaging in more depth, with the rest of the class. 
TPS can also be used as an assessment for learning tool.  When the class discussion is underway, the teacher can visit each group and listen to the conversations and ideas forming. The teacher can then gauge the level of understanding among the class, before intervening where necessary (Sharma & Saarsar, 2018).  This is relevant to the tailored learning techniques discussed in relation to ZPD.  This strategy promotes a far greater involvement of the class , when compared to the more  basic method of posing a question and receiving the response of a single student as an answer (Sharma & Saarsar, 2018).  This strategy provides an opportunity for all students to share their thinking with at least one other student which, in turn, increases their sense of involvement in classroom learning and critical thinking (Mundelsee & Jurkowski, 2021).  This also aligns nicely with the social learning theories and modelling discussed earlier.
Such group conversations can form the heartbeat of the class, however, they must be structured to ensure everyone involved can participate.  For example, if the discussion becomes dominated by the more ‘enthusiastic’ learners, the less inclined may struggle to find their voice.  To avoid this, the necessary structuring must be in place: such as designating roles, rotating the roles and focused questioning (Liberty, K12, {online}).  Such structuring ensures an inclusive class environment, where each child is given greater opportunity to participate and can be acknowledged for doing so.  This also addresses the critical incident by implementing a teaching method that would greatly reduce the chances of a learner being overlooked or feeling ignored.   
Another aspect to consider, is that of the enabling environment and the crucial role that the interaction between the teacher and pupil plays in nurturing that environment.   The teacher can accomplish this within this context by employing a range of strategies, such as ‘showing a genuine interest, listening attentively, role modelling, asking open-ended questions, offering encouragement, making suggestions and/or clarifying ideas’ (Rose et al., 2016).  An important aspect of this interaction is feedback and assessment.  It is  important that the feedback is offered promptly after an interaction.  When timely, feedback can assist a child to understand what has gone well and what may need improving. This should include both formative and summative feedback (Adarkwah, 2021).  The feedback must be clear and constructive and should make the learner think.  Allowing for learners to follow up on the feedback and put it into practice, should also be a part of the overall process. (Hwb.gov (Online}).  During the observation, Child B is denied this interaction and in doing so is misses out on the potential feedback and assessment.  
When observing child B during the incident we cannot know for sure, whether for the duration he simply wants to offer an answer or ask for guidance.  However, it would be fair to assume that at some point he is looking for guidance or clarification.  As the role model, the teacher needs to find the delicate balance between offering the necessary support when needed and allowing space for a learner to work things out for themselves.  Creating an enabling environment offers the opportunity to strike that balance, allowing for both assistance and further stimulation  (Rose et al., 2016).  As already discussed, this allows for the possibility to work within the child’s ZPD.  
Using Bruner’s term of ‘scaffolding’, the teacher is able to tailor and give the necessary support, then remove it once the child is more confident (Gray & MacBlaine, 2015).  Such assistance could also be offered by peers, as discussed above with the collaborative learning situations. Creating an inclusive, enabling environment, can enhance a child’s emotional wellbeing, promote a sense of achievement and build self-efficacy (Rose et al., 2016).  The importance of self-efficacy has been explored above as a key concept of Bandura’s work.  Improving self-efficacy will build confidence, encourage participation and extoll feelings of self-worth.  This adds extra significance when taking into account the new Welsh curriculum and more importantly the ‘4 purposes’ (Gov.Wales {Online}).  Therefore, because child B was overlooked, he has missed the opportunity for such scaffolding, which if occurring regularly, could potentially harm his self-efficacy.  Thus, creating and managing an inclusive, enabling environment, where no child is ignored, is paramount.      



















Discussion

For the discussion, the notion of the insignificant can be significant and have deeper meaning will continue to be explored; as the nuances and complexities linked to the act of hand raising will be investigated further.  In doing so, pedagogical options will be explored in order to provide an inclusive learning environment and mitigate the issues raised from the critical incident.  According to research on the document ‘effective questioning and classroom talk’, the average time taken for teachers to wait for a response to a question is between 0.7 and 3 seconds (Liberty K12, {online}).  When one considers that upon posing the question, some children will be processing an answer, whilst other children will still be processing the question and yet more may have missed it all together.  Hence, such a short window of opportunity to both process the question and to formulate an answer, is highly inadequate.  There is simply not enough time allowed to enable children to formulate a good answer.  The average wait-time of British teachers is 0.9 seconds and if an answer has not been accepted in this period, then, teachers tend to the answer themselves (Hwb.gov {online}).  
In order to create an atmosphere in which every child is expected to think and participate, learners must be provided with sufficient thinking time.  This can be achieved by increasing the wait time to a mere 3 seconds.  Although still only a very short space of time, it yields many positive results.  These include: more in depth answers provided, an increase in the vocabulary used and a greater number of children participating.  It would be more beneficial to call this ‘thinking time rather than wait time, as we need to promote active thinking rather than passive waiting’ (Hwb.gov {online})  Along with not allowing enough thinking time for learners before asking for answers, teachers also tend to ask the same children for answers.  These tend to be the more confident or ‘extrovert’ children in the class.  However, what of the children that would never raise their hand to speak in front of all their peers, even if they had all the time in the world? These are the children who get labelled as ‘shy’ or ‘quiet’.  It is essential that all children are given the necessary time and opportunity, to participate however they feel most comfortable.  
Interestingly, in 2010 Hertswood School in Hertfordshire, decided to experiment for the summer term by banning raising hands to answer a question in order to tackle issues like those raised above;  "When teachers ask questions, it's always the same few pupils who put up their hands. The others can slip below the teacher's radar, and therefore tune out," says Professor Wiliam (Lane, 2010).  Believing that the children who raise their hands are more engaged and tend to do better in class, they decided to ban hand raising to answer questions in order to innovate alternatives.  For example, instead of a show of hands, the teacher would randomly ask pupils to answer the questions.  They would then allow volunteers the opportunity to add anything further.  What transpired to be the most successful way to engage the whole class, was to issue mini-whiteboards, on which each pupil could write their answer.  This innovation was later rolled out on a school-wide basis (Lane, 2010).  
I do not believe we need to do away with hand-raising in the class room entirely. It is a quick and practical way to get input from the children in the class, and to gauge the level of understanding.  However, I believe to create an inclusive and enabling environment, other ways of gauging and encouraging participation must also be in place.  Such strategies would include: TPS, no hands questioning, whiteboards, hot seating and PPPB (Liberty, K12, {Online}).  In conjunction with ensuring appropriate ‘thinking time’ is always allocated for children to respond.  Employing such varying techniques would also negate the situation observed in the critical incident.  Under such circumstances, it is much less likely that a child would be overlooked.      































Conclusions

To address the critical incident involving child B has required a multifaceted approach and a consideration of various theories, methods and pedagogical approaches.  Through it all, I believe the critical incident methodology of reflection will have the most lasting effect upon my teaching, in the years to come.  The value of reflection, to continually improve and refine teaching pedagogy, will prove invaluable.  Another aspect within the methodology that will have a lasting impact, is the concept of what can initially seem insignificant, can actually be very significant and have a much deeper meaning.  This has certainly been the case in regards to the issue of hand raising.  Also, the realisation that educational theories are not commandments written on tablets of stone, that must be obediently adhered to at all times. Many theories, strategies and methods have been discussed and there are many more that are relevant but are beyond the scope of this essay.  
[bookmark: _Hlk150001430]A teacher must be able to adapt, and innovate, in order to continually evolve their teaching pedagogy.  There is no one size fits all methodology that can apply to a class of children with varying abilities and varying personalities.  Thus, there is a need to employ a blend of approaches when and where necessary.  This can be achieved by gaining a deep understanding of the needs of the children and continuing to reflect upon one’s performance in the class.  In practical terms, I believe that the teaching and learning methods discussed throughout would be very impactful, not least because they cut across all five of the professional standards in some way (Hwb.gov, {online}).  Such inclusive teaching strategies should help foster an enabling environment, where all children can participate.  This is of course an ongoing process and one in which I hope to provide all the support necessary, throughout my teaching career.            
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