A critical evaluation and 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
The purpose of this essay is to critically evaluate an incident which will subjectively be chosen by an observer which occurs in a classroom environment. Tripp (2012) suggests that a critical incident in a teaching environment is different to that of a typical scenario. Although it is still a pivotal “turning point or change” which is similar to that in traditional society, a critical incident in this essay will be referred to as Tripp defines “typical rather than critical at first sight, but rendered critical through analysis”. 
A critical incident in the context of education is something which impacts the learning experience that an individual faces. This in turn will have an impact on the direction of the learning which takes place in the situation. This may vary from very minor incidents such as the way that a teacher gives out a pen, to the way that they deal with a serious case of behaviour. This ideology is one that should be of great significance in a classroom practitioners’ approach during their early years. However, a great educator will also continue this approach beyond their years of training to ensure that they keep their methods up to date and have the greatest impact on a pupil’s education. This is something highlighted in the new Curriculum for Wales to encourage the development of one’s practice (HWB, 2022).
There will be a development into the what the next steps may be in conjunction to witnessing such events and if there is a possibility for a change in approach. There will be a focus on a particular incident which was observed at School X, but there will also divulge into other aspects of the occurrence through a literature review. This will delve into learning theory and the uses of behaviour management.
1. The role of Critical Reflection
Reflection is an extremely valuable tool in any practice. This is because it helps one to pinpoint their strengths and weaknesses by contemplating what has occurred during their lesson and from this, they can make the necessary changes to their approach (Tripp, 2012, p. 30). Although one may already have presumptions based upon why a critical incident may have occurred, actually using the tool of reflection can create an entirely different understanding (Tripp, 2012, p. 43). This is a process that is prescribed to by the Welsh Government in its current strategy to remodel the curriculum. This progressive approach is extremely beneficial to a new practitioner; however, it is not an approach that should be left behind by a more experienced educator.
This skill helps all educators, new and experienced and should be in constant use throughout the duration of a teacher's career. Tripp (2012) suggests that regardless of how successful a method in teaching is, “we must constantly challenge and monitor them”. This approach allows one to question why they are doing what they are doing in an attempt to gain awareness on why this may or may not work. From this, one may then reflect on how they may approach a similar situation in the future within their practice. Some argue that the act of being critical “is about the ability to be transformative” (Fook, 2007, p.441). It may also impact how they choose to conduct themselves during a lesson and how this should be ever evolving and changing as their career progresses. 
The new Welsh curriculum, more formally known as ‘Curriculum for Wales’ was conjured due to what Donaldson identified as “the absence of clear and common understanding of an acceptable curriculum was seen as having led to unacceptable inconsistency” in relation to the previous Welsh curriculum (Donaldson, 2015, p. 8). The new curriculum is unlike any other before. It aims to target pupils as individuals and ensure that they have the capabilities to succeed not only during their time in academia, but also in the world. Not only this, but its essence is to “establish common education aims across Wales” (Donaldson, 2015, p. 8). The recently developed framework is based around the ‘Four Purposes’ of the curriculum which lie at the heart of the educational approach (Donaldson, 2015, p. 29). This will be mentioned in more detail in section three. Although reflecting on one’s work and practice may seem an obvious method at face value, it is important to note that it is not an easy skill to come by (Brookfield, 1998, p. 197). This only enhances the fact that it should be taken seriously and that it is not a failure to struggle with critical reflection.
Dewey and schon
2. Observation 
During a two-day observation, the observer witnessed six hours of time-tabled lessons at an English medium comprehensive school in South Wales. The co-educational school caters to the ages of 11-18 with over 1300 students, 185 of these being exclusively in the sixth form. This is an increase of three hundred students in the last seven years (Estyn, 2015). The catchment area includes more than 26 different primary schools. The observation took place during the first lesson of the week which occurred from 9.10-10.10am on a Monday.
[bookmark: _Int_DeL2UXMf]The class were Year 8, and the desks were organised in a row formation ensuring that all pupils were facing the front of the classroom. The teacher sat at the front in the right-hand corner, with the board at the centre. The classroom was situated on the first floor of the school, with a corridor running parallel meaning that any disturbances from outside the classroom could impact the students inside. There were also windows on either side of the room allowing those inside to see the corridor and outside of the school.
This class was of a mixed ability and consisted of twenty-eight pupils which is typical of the school considering its enrolment figures. As a year 8 class, it could be assumed that they already had a well-developed rapport with the teacher. The classroom was quite bare, with remnants of previous posters littering the walls. There was a decorated display board at the front of the classroom behind the teacher’s desk. In the centre of the front wall was a flatscreen in which the lesson’s PowerPoint was visible from the beginning of the lesson, and to the left was a white board which the practitioner continued to use throughout the hour to demonstrate examples. 
The researcher ensured to adhere to BERA’s ethical guidelines for the purpose of this research topic and has ensured anonymity of all institutions and individuals involved (BERA, 2018).
3. Critical Incident Linked to Four Purposes 
Khem Raj Joshi (2018) describes that although an incident may at first seem “insignificant”, it can quickly become critical after it is analysed. This means that it has the potential to relate to each part of a lesson and needs to be kept in mind at all times. This can lead into the Four Purposes, which lie at the heart of the Welsh curriculum. Outlined below are the four purposes, transferred directly from the Welsh Government website:
· ambitious, capable learners, ready to learn throughout their lives
· enterprising, creative contributors, ready to play a full part in life and work
· ethical, informed citizens of Wales and the world
· healthy, confident individuals, ready to lead fulfilling lives as valued members of society
(Hwb, 2022)
These purposes are the foundation for each schools starting point when designing their curriculum and should be in constant review throughout the planning stages of lessons. Although it would be impossible to make each purpose applicable in every lesson, it should be an aim to link them to each subject throughout the academic course.
During this experience the observer acted as a ‘fly on the wall’, present but to have as little influence as possible on the classroom environment. As ideal as this method may be, it is highly flawed due to the mere presence of a new person being in the room. This could have impacted the behaviour of the classroom in both sense; they may have been more boisterous or contrary more subdued. The observer was specifically looking for a critical incident, and this may have skewed their decisions in the discretion of their observation. This is also a limiting factor of an overt non-participant observation.
Throughout the duration of the lesson, three male pupils (X, Y and Z) were slightly noisier than the other individuals in the class. X and Y were sat together in front of the teacher’s desk, and Z sat the other side of the classroom. This happened from the offset on the lesson, with X being much more talkative than the others. The teacher spoke to X and asked him to remain quiet whilst she was talking, but this was not reiterated when X continued. The teacher disclosed that the class would be watching two videos and were to look for similarities and differences in preparation to write a paragraph at the end of the lesson. When the first video began, X spoke to the teacher, asking both genuine questions and making remarks, all of which were distracting the other pupils. When the second video began Y and Z started making noises. The practitioner immediately paused the video and raised concerns in their behaviour in front of the class, making a verbal agreement with them that they would stop. After this, Y and Z remained quiet, and X would occasionally speak out.
Throughout the process of this experience, the researcher observed the use of the “Praise in Public and Reprimand in Private” technique throughout the school. Although this use of a verbal contract between the practitioner and Y and Z was successful, it was done publicly. It could therefore be argued that this links to “Healthy, confident Individuals”. By addressing the students in public, it could be argued that it would have deterred their confidence. This could then lead to a lessened likelihood of the pupils engaging with lesson content in the future. However, it could also be seen as a positive connection as the practitioner established that the pupils disrupting the lesson were inhibiting the learning of the other students in the class. This would then have a negative impact on the other pupils as they would not be able to engage with the content correctly and meaningfully. This is directly transferrable to “ethical, informed citizens” as the pupils could understand the impact they were having on the other student’s learning. 
From this there are potentially two critical incidences which can be identified, the first being the differentiation of the treatment of the pupil’s behaviour, and the second being the effective use of a verbal contract to subdue the negative behaviour. The latter will be explored in greater detail and will be the subject of the essay.


4. Literature Review
Upon a brief reflection of the critical incident which has been identified, there are numerous avenues that could be addressed in terms of literature. Throughout this section there will be a focus on learning theory and behaviour management. Although other elements could also be exploited such a differentiation in the approach of the different individuals, it could be argued that this could alter the topic of discussion entirely and would be limiting through relevance. There is a wealth of materials available relating to the two main areas of discussion in this section. Resultantly, not every viewpoint and approach will be explored throughout this endeavour, and this will be considered throughout the consultation of articles and sources.
In order to understand the critical incident fully, it seems only logical to begin this section delving into why such behaviours from the pupils may have already been apparent. Within behaviour management in an educational setting, there are three main theories which underpin many ideological advancements. These are assertive discipline, logical consequences, and choice theory. Assertive Discipline theory suggests that children want to be controlled in a school environment and to be under the assumption that the pupils will misbehave. The Logical Consequences Model focusses on the exposure of three types of consequences; natural, arbitrary, and logical consequences. These allows pupils to have choices within their actions and said actions will be matched with an appropriate consequence. Finally, Glasser (1998) created Choice Theory which identifies that children choose their own behaviours. These are based in retaliation to how their needs of survival, freedom, power, fun, and sense of belonging and love are met.
Within the context of the critical incident, which is to be discussed, all theories could be used in an attempt to explain the behaviour but the most apparent may be Glasser’s Control Theory. Glasser is a Board-certified psychiatrist and so this theory has psychology at its core. This theory establishes and explains that a human is born with five genetically encoded needs that drive us throughout our lives which were outlined previously. Love and belonging can be characterised as the most important of these needs as people are needed to satisfy all of the other needs. Lečei and Vodopivec (2014) argue the need for control theory to be into introduced throughout the education of pre-schoolers in Croatia. They highlight the inclusion will allow educators to understand their own actions as well as the children that they are teaching (Lečei and Vodopivec, 2014, p. 44). Although this is only in reference to Croatia, one could argue that the use of such a theory during such a key developmental age further illuminates the necessity for the same approach in later stages of maturity. 
From the research it is apparent that choice theory aims to guide individuals in their self-understanding and that they have the choice in their actions and behaviours. It is therefore beneficial in a school environment, and it puts emphasis on self-control and connects this to reactions which are a consequence in conjunction certain behaviours. This is reiterated in a book review of Glasser’s “Choice Theory: A New Psychology of Personal Freedom” written by William Beatty which identifies that the theory is not only applicable to education but also business situations (Beatty, 1998). Although this theoretical approach is a great example in identifying the needs of an individual, Glasser’s theory disregards mental illness as a factor which may impact behaviour. This limits the application of the theory to a wider population as one in six children in Wales “have a diagnosable mental health problem” (Health and Care Research Wales).
There will now be a discussion of the approach used in order to ensure that the behaviour of Pupils Y and Z was altered. In order to learn how to do something, there are methods that can be put in place which will lead to a behaviour continuing of coming to a halt. In the case of this observation, the researcher witnessed the use of operant conditioning in order to regain engagement and to discontinue the noises that the pupils were creating. Edward Thorndike originally coined the process of adding a positive or negative punishment instrumental conditioning. From this emerged the law of effect whereby a behaviour followed by a positive consequence will lead to replication of the same behaviour and a negative consequence will lead to withdrawal of the behaviour (Skinner, 1953, p. 60; Bélanger, 2011, p. 19). Behaviourist B. F. Skinner (1953) altered the name of instrumental conditioning to operant conditioning upon his advancements in the field of study. Skinner suggested that the “feed back” given to an organism as a result of their behaviour will cause the probability of the behaviour being produced to change (Skinner, 1953, p. 59).
	Although some may argue that to try and transfer these techniques to developing young people may be inhumane, an article produced by Schlinger (2021) titled “The impact of B. F. Skinner’s science of operant learning on early childhood research, theory, and care” alludes to evidence which suggests operant learning begins before birth (Schlinger, 2021, p. 1093). This author stresses the importance of Skinner’s theory and how it pioneered research into early childhood development. In an article by Gneezy, Meier and Rey-Biel called “When and Why Incentives (Don’t) Work to Modify Behavior”, the authors counter the generalised, popular opinion that incentives correlate with better behaviour and academic success (Gneezy, Meier & Rey-Biel, 2011). This opposes the premise of operant conditioning and suggests that not all good consequences may lead to better behaviour and outcomes. This may help to explain why the practitioner only offered a verbal contract to the pupils and did not allude that they would receive anything for their change in behaviour except the ability to allow themselves and others to learn. The educator used the method of a positive punishment in order to cause a change in behaviour. This can be deduced due to the addition of a new stimulus (i.e. verbal contract) in order to decrease the behaviour.
5. Reflection 
As outlined by the Welsh government, the new curriculum seeks for classroom practitioners to use reflection in order to continuously advance their approaches. This should also be applied to the observation which took place at School X. Not only will this enable the researcher to gain a greater understanding of the findings, but it will also assist knowing how to conduct themselves in a classroom environment. 
To help encourage reflection, Gibbs’ (1998) cyclical model will be used which consists of six stages:
· Description of the experience
· Feelings and thoughts about the experience
· Evaluation of the experience, noting both positives and negatives
· Analysis to understand the situation
· Conclusion regarding what has been learnt and different approaches
· Action plan on how a similar situation may be dealt with in the future
One may argue that this model encompasses and exploits every course of action making it extremely relevant in this essay.
	To begin the reflection with a description of the experience, three disruptive pupils were all noticed, and their behaviour was managed in two different ways. The use of a verbal contract ensured that the pupils behaviour came to a halt and that the lesson could continue. However, one individual continued to be disruptive as a consequence of not being offered the same reasoning. It should be noted here that the observer was specifically looking to identify a critical incident and so this may have impacted the way in which it was observed. In the future when analysing one’s own work it may be beneficial to pinpoint areas in which a critical incident might have occurred and access if one did happen (Goodson & Anstead, 2012, p. 87).
	This could make one feel uncertainty with the differentiation of the approach and wondering if the pupils themselves felt isolated. This can be inferred due to Pupil X continuing to talk and not being reprimanded as Y and Z were. 
	Upon reflection of Glasser’s theory, it must also be mentioned that if just one of a pupil’s core five needs are not met then this will lead to a change in behaviour. From the observation, it is unknown exactly which of the pupils’ needs may not have been met. However, after the verbal contract was created for Y and Z, the elements of freedom and power. The scenario that was observed infers that initially Pupil’s Y and Z were demonstrating their need for freedom. This can be identified through the active choice to refrain from the previous behaviour (i.e. talking). Within this, the individual has the ability of decide whether or not they will continue, and this will impact and aid their future decision making (theoretically). It can also be linked to the need of power as the pupil is aware of their responsibility of allowing their peers learn. In this case, the use of the verbal contract sufficed the needs that were not previously met. This approach was extremely successful, although it may have been more beneficial for the individuals to have been reprimanded in private, rather than public. On the other hand, in the situation which the practitioner was faced with, this potentially one of the only ways to quickly resolve the issue and successfully continue with the lesson.
To reflect on the observation period as a whole, the experience enabled one to understand and be exposed to how different teachers have the ability to manage behaviours in different settings. The critical incident identified highlights the importance of engagement between students and a practitioner and attempting to establish a rapport with those that one with teach. This elaborates how the stereotypical approaches to disruptive behaviour should be challenged and are not a necessity in teaching practice. The teacher was able to control the situation in less than sixty seconds by immediate addressal of the issue, and asking Y and Z if they thought that it was “fair” to disrupt their classmates learning. By vocalising that it would show “respect to everyone” if they were to stay silent, they were able to take accountability for their behaviour by agreeing with the teacher.
	However beneficial Gibb’s model may be, it can also be argued that other models should be used in conjunction to further identify any issues and continue to make progressions within one’s practice. Brookfield’s Lenses (1998) could also be an important reflective model to follow for a practitioner who is constantly in the school environment. This can be identified due to one of the key elements being directly from the students. Although this may be challenging for those in training, with much less confidence, it would most definitely be beneficial to take feedback from those receiving the lessons as they would identify issues that someone from a different perspective may miss.  Arguably, using Gibbs and Brookfield’s models collaboratively could be extremely beneficial to both experienced and trainee practitioners.
Conclusion
It may be argued that the critical incident which occurred had an overall positive impact on the pupils involved due to the continuation of the lesson and learning. Acting as an overt, non-participant observer ensured that the researcher was able to gain an insight into classroom life and the typical ongoings. The literature review conducted only focussed on a limited number of resources and as a result further reading within each aspect would be highly beneficial and maintain a far greater understanding of the behaviours of both students and practitioners alike. Furthermore, it may also be interesting to delve deeper into the situational impactors of the classroom and study if the time of the day and the weather potentially had an impact on the behaviour of the individuals.
Moving forward, materials such as David Tripp’s “Critical Incidents in Teaching: Developing Professional Judgement” will be vital and essential reading to continue referring back to in order to successfully become a reflective practitioner who has the ability to assess their weaknesses, pinpoint them and improve upon them. The Welsh Government Hwb website also offers a wealth of resources and directions to assist in such a process.
Finally, this observation has enabled the understanding that being a reflective practitioner is one of the most important and effective approaches within classroom management. Not only does is ensure that there is reasoning behind one’s methodological approach, but it also ensures that the teaching is not stagnant and can progress. This directly correlates with the new approach pioneered by the Welsh Government which aims to ensure practitioners use pedagogy, collaboration, leadership, innovation, and professional learning. Although it may not be immediately observable, these standards are intrinsically linked to reflection as a whole and can ensure that education continues to progress in Wales.
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