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



Introduction

An evaluation of a critical incident must begin with first understanding the importance and significance of a critical incident. A critical incident is an occurrence that arises, in this instance, in a teaching environment that through reflection and analysis becomes critical. Tripp (2011) states that “…a critical incident is an interpretation of the significance of an event…”. The practice of evaluating and reflecting on a particular moment can assist teaching practitioners to develop strategies and enhance delivery of pedagogy, linking theory to practice. 

When something unexpected happens in a classroom, a practitioner can further analyse the circumstances to extract information they may otherwise have missed. By reflecting on the incident in detail and questioning the impact a particular incident has on a child’s development and learning, future practice should become more successful and informed.

According to Wyse & Rogers (2016) reflective practise is a process of directing information that may be at the back of the practitioners’ thinking, to the foreground. It allows information to become visible and therefore to be acted upon. Through examination and reflection of the critical case study comes the ability to construct a deeper understanding of the impact of the critical incident on the child’s cognitive development and socio-emotional development. This study will further assist in the conception of the active role teaching practitioners must take in configuring a successful teaching identity. There are many factors that influence a child’s development and engagement in school and three key areas highlighted in the critical incident that will be discussed are the impact of well-being, self-efficacy and formative assessment. Learning theories shall be considered to decipher whether there is a significant impact and what can be done to achieve the best results for pupils throughout their education. 

Observation

Primary School X is a primary school set in a small village serving a relatively small community of 228 pupils, of which, most of these pupils come from a wide geographical area within the local authority. The 238 registered pupils are aged between the ages of 3 and 11 and there are 6 single-age classes and 3 mixed-age classes. The overall percentage of children who receive free school meals (FSM) is 45.4% which exceeds the national average of 19% quite significantly (Estyn, 2017). The school identifies around 42% of their pupils as having Additional Learning Needs (ALN) which also exceeds the national average which is around 21%. The school also has two learning resource base classes with 12 pupils from the Foundation Phase and Key Stage 2. 

The class that was observed for this critical incident is a Year 6 class that has 29 pupils of which 16 are boys and 13 are girls. There is a permanent LSA with the class who supports the children and one child has full adult support daily.

British Educational Research Association (BERA) guidelines were consulted to allow an ethical and sensitive approach to the research study. All pupils, staff and the school itself shall remain anonymous (BERA, 2018). Staff and children were aware of the observations, it must be considered that the knowledge may have produced biased behaviours in the students.


Methodology

The view of this research is to begin to recognize critical incidents in an educational setting, analytically reflect on the observed incident and subsequently formulate methods and interventions to improve the learning experience. There are a number of different observation techniques that can be used effectively within a classroom environment, depending on the required data. Visual representation such as sociograms, movement charts or histograms can be used for chartering movement and relationships between peers or teacher and pupils. Written notes and questionnaires are further examples. The planned observation method used for this case study was non-participant observation however, an element of participation was used to further understand the incident. The observation was also of a naturalistic nature, where written notes were taken whilst in the environment of the classroom (Cohen et al, 2011). This research profits from qualitative data collection through observation and written notes, the findings and current learning theories were considered in order to facilitate informed analysis. 

Whilst analysing the critical incident in this way certainly has its strengths, it is not without limitations. Both shall be discussed and reflected upon. The critical incident will be examined and critiqued, taking into consideration Donaldson’s 12 pedagogical principles and overarching educational learning theories.

 A limitation to consider with naturalistic observations such as this is the inability to generalise the information gathered within a wider context (McLeod, 2015). The researcher records as much information as they can whilst observing the case study within their educational environment, yet the details recorded are also from a very personal perspective and objectivity may be questioned (Cherry, 2019). Having said this, a naturalistic observation of an individual or group within their normal classroom environment, may produce greater ecological validity (McLeod, 2015). To improve the skill of observation Palaiologu (2016) suggests that the observer must be objective and refrain from emotional bias by stepping away from the role you would normally play. 

The process of making written notes whilst quietly observing teaching and learning allows the researcher to concentrate on areas of interest, begin questioning and reflection and then ultimately make decisions of how change can be implemented to make the experience more successful. Field notes were used to record details of the classroom culture and the learning environment, pupil engagement, objectives and direction and methods of assessment. Alongside these notes are accompanying reflection sheets used to reflect on the critical incidents, using Assisted Reflective Conclusions (ARC) (see Appendices 1-8). The ARC Model sheets show similarities to Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle that Gibbs developed in 1988 to provide structure to learning from experiences. This framework of this reflective cycle encourages the practitioner to think logically and systematically about an incident or experience and to develop a deeper level of reflective practise (Drummond, 2012).


Critical Incident 

[bookmark: _GoBack]The observation (see Appendix 1 & 2) took place during a lesson where the children were to complete a one-page personal profile, where they were to include personal details, interests, positive attributes and a section to complete stating ‘things people admired’ about the individual. According to Welsh Government guidance on person-centred practice in education, if used effectively, the one-page profile can help the practitioner to discover what is important to the learner, and what support the learner may need (Welsh Assembly Government (WAG) 2015).  The criteria and the lesson aim and objectives were clearly discussed with the class at the beginning of the lesson, though no assessment for learning (AfL) strategy was used to ascertain whether the children all understood what was expected of them. The teacher gave the children a choice of 10 different designs for their personal profiles, to encourage learners to take responsibility for their own learning and with a view to increase engagement in the task. Smidt (2013) suggests that student autonomy is essential for pupils to be able to make efficient life-long decisions, create higher feelings of self-efficacy and view their work as having intrinsic value. This also links effectively to Donaldson’s purposes of the curriculum to produce ambitious and capable learners and enable children to become healthy and confident individuals (Donaldson, 2015). 

Alongside trying to familiarise himself and connect with his pupils by discovering their likes and dislikes, and areas of interest for his pupils, the teacher made reference to the children celebrating their achievements and abilities. Being able to reflect and acknowledge one’s own achievements continues to build self-esteem and encourage learners to begin to understand and recognise their own potential and capabilities (WAG, 2008). 

After the chosen designs were handed out the majority of the class excitedly got involved in the task, there was chatter amongst the students but overall the level of concentration was high. One particular table in the classroom had a group of 5 boys, each of them I was informed had tendencies to disrupt the class and were described as showing very challenging behaviour. One boy at the table who has additional adult support threw his pen across the table and shouted, “I’m not doing it!”. His one-to-one support tried to reason with him and calm him, and he did eventually begin the task reluctantly. At the same table was another boy (Child A) who also seemed reluctant to complete the task and I heard him mutter under his breath “…this is stupid.” 

The teacher walked around the classroom checking on some students who were asking questions, but noticeably the teacher spent less time with the table of ‘challenging’ pupils. Child A became very distracted, began swinging on his chair and sighing audibly, whilst also trying to stop others around him from concentrating on their work. I walked around to him and asked if I could see what he had done, he shrugged and pushed the sheet over to me. I noticed he had filled in the majority of his sheet but had left blank the section at the top labelled “What people like and admire about me.”. I asked why he had not filled it in, and he dropped his shoulders and responded saying, “There’s nothing good about me. I’m useless.” With some encouragement the boy was persuaded to speak to his friends at the table and ask them how they felt about him. I assured him he was not useless and told him that I had already noticed that he was a really good friend. His confidence seemed to increase slightly as he wrote down this example and after speaking to his friends on the table, he began filling in his blank section.

The incident left me shocked and worried that a child so young can have such little self-belief and ill feeling towards himself. I later found out that the child is a looked after child (LAC) with a very bad background and childhood. This had me considering what had contributed to the child having such low self-esteem and what would need to be done to address this.

Literature Review

When discussing the critical incident, we could consider Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (HON), it suggests that all humans have a hierarchy of needs ranging from basic needs of food, water, shelter and safety to the top level of self-actualisation. The order of needs which Maslow has referred to in his theory are psychological needs, security needs, love and belonging needs, esteem need, and self-actualisation (Grigg, 2010). Maslow suggests that if the basic fundamental needs are not met then a child cannot progress through the next stages. Many theorists have criticised this over the years as it has been proven that children may work through the stages at different times, Maslow did however note that some needs are more important to children than others. A need for self-esteem may be less important than friendships and love (Cherry, 2019b). Though this theory has been critiscised there is still important implications, if a child lives in fear or has no fixed home then they may struggle in school and are unlikely to want to participate in their learning (Grigg, 2010). Child A could possibly be experiencing a difficult situation in their home life due to being a LAC.

An NSPCC report acknowledges that looked after children are four times more likely to suffer with some kind of mental health disorder than children who come from a stable loving home. There may be many reasons for this, but the contributing factors may be maltreatment, disruption and a lack of support and safety at home, all leading to a likelihood of poor educational outcomes (Balzagette et al, 2015; Banerjee and Drew, 2018). The NSPCC report also highlights the number of behavioural disorders of children who are looked after, that are almost five times more likely to be diagnosed than children from non-disadvantaged backgrounds. Poor mental health is associated with poor educational outcomes and LAC’s can demonstrate poor progress in school with their Intellectual Quotient (IQ) but also their Emotional Intelligence (EQ); which can adversely affect their ability to work co-operatively, empathise with others and understand the people around them (Mavroveli & Sanchez-Ruiz, 2011).

Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory which is broken up into different structures of a child’s environment, is divided into the microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem, macrosystem and the chronosystem. These systems function within themselves and in relation to each other (Christensen, 2016). Through his systems theory Bronfenbrenner argues that children’s development is directly connected to their environment and the people within it. This has been criticised as Bronfenbrenner did not take into account the child as an individual and the differing levels of resilience a child can develop, however it is argued that this is still a significant theory for educators (Stivaros, 2007). The microsystem is the setting where the child lives, their interactions and experiences with family, with school and with their neighbourhood. If there are negative experiences that take place within this system, then it can produce a ripple effect where it begins to affect more areas of the child’s life. For a LAC in an unstable and unhappy home environment this can begin to affect the relationship they have with their peers in school, their desire to be actively involved in their learning and the relationships they have with their school teachers. It is therefore significant that timely interventions are in place for the school and guardians to provide as much support to the child as possible and have the best possible chance of improving emotional well-being (Bazalgette et al, 2015).

The Draft Curriculum for Wales 2022 (WAG, 2019) centres on the child as a whole and is encompassed in a holistic perspective of education. There is a specific Area of Learning and Experience (AoLE) dedicated to Health and Well-being which recognises the importance of every child developing and maintaining physically and emotionally. To enable learners to become self-actualising and reach their full potential the child and their education need to be supported holistically. Furthermore, there is evidence to suggest that educational practitioners need to set high expectations for all leaners to improve outcomes. The works of Rosenthal and Jacobsen (1968) studied self-fulfilling prophecy or the Pygmalion effect as it is now widely identified and suggests that performance expectations are linked to performance results. Though, Ellison (2015) suggests that proceeding studies were less successful than Rosenthal’s original study of the Pygmalion Effect, without conducting the study by deceiving the teacher about the test sample’s potential, therefore it could be said that the results are only successful if expectations are subconscious. 

Significantly, teachers that have positive expectations for a child will influence their performance positively and in direct contrast, negative expectations can also lead to lower levels of attainment (Busch, 2017, Chadha & Narula, 2016).A child recognises if perceived expectations are low and their behaviour and academic attainment may adjust consequently, according to Vickery (2014). This is named the Golem effect, a term coined by Babad, Inbar & Rosenthal in 1982. If a child is a LAC this can further impact their attainment and behaviour, if they have had negative experiences regarding their abilities and attributes at home this can impact on their learning (Mannay, 2017). Low self-esteem and efficacy in a LAC may be difficult to overcome as it has been established over time and circumstance, the challenge however may be improved by ensuring the work set is not only challenging but achievable (Hattie, 2012). A teacher has the power to influence a child’s mindset and enable them to become ambitious and capable learners, though it is not just about academic attainment, it is also about realising and actualising goals and hopes for their futures. 

It is suggested that to develop positive expectations in a school environment the teacher and the pupil both play a part. It is important to make students aware of what is expected of them and build a mutual respect through positive non-verbal and verbal communication. Positive non-verbal communication such as nodding and smiling encourages a child and lets them see that what they say matters, giving them eye contact shows that they are respected, and their voice is being heard (Grigg, 2010). Building a positive relationship with pupils by showing warmth, respect and optimism of their potential will go a long way towards breaking through the barriers of learning and engagement (Hattie, 2012). 

Effective questioning allows the teacher to steer and support the child, encourage them to consider other concepts and arrive at the appropriate conclusions. This goes without saying that this level of support and setting of high expectations should be established for every child in school, though a LAC may require more support and scaffolding to allow them to reach their full potential and raise attainment. Assessment for Learning (AfL) is used to describe formative assessment in the classroom and comprises of four elements; sharing criteria with leaners, quality of talk and questioning, use and quality of feedback and peer and self-assessment (WAG, 2010). 

According to Black & Wiliam (1998) AfL is one of the most effective strategies for progressing and fostering student learning and can be equivalent to an extra 8 months of learning in an academic year. Successful AfL and its main objectives are to assess through frequent interactions the understanding of subject knowledge of students, identifying the learning needs and then adjusting practise to best meet those needs (Drummond, 2012). Hattie (2012) proposes that effective AfL has an average effect size of 0.79, which is almost twice the size of most other schooling effects. Anything over 0.4 effect size is deemed to have a significant impact, and those below is deemed to have less of an impact on student learning. His ground-breaking study assessed over 252 influences to distinguish which interventions positively influenced education and AfL and self-efficacy which we have previously discussed were well above the ‘hinge-point’ of 0.4 (Hattie, 2018).

Although research suggests that formative assessment is successful, there can potentially be pitfalls, perhaps due to misinterpretation of the strategy or using formative assessment to drive the learning and not support the learning (Wyse & Rogers, 2016). There are many different AfL strategies used throughout schools and many have a whole-school assessment policy whereby strategies are provided and well-established, others rely on the individual teacher and use their knowledge and professional judgement. For assessment to be successful training for staff should be provided and different strategies used for different elements of learning. 

Peer assessment and peer questioning are two very effective elements of AfL (Black & Wiliam, 2005), and in relation to the critical incident could have provided further support for the group who were disengaged and struggling with the focus task. Peer questioning and assessment can build confidence and encourage learner’s to gradually become more independent, it can reinforce their understanding and enrich their learning. However, pairing of pupils for peer assessment and questioning should be carefully considered as the wrong learning atmosphere could be created and this could prevent students from expressing their views and actually hinder the results (Tofade et al, 2013, Drummond, 2012). 

To promote successful collaborative group work, teachers need to support the group and direct them through the study to ensure they are truly collaborating through sharing and exploring ideas rather than just sitting together doing work (Baines et al, 2015). Bandura’s Social Learning Theory (1977) suggests that individuals have the ability to learn through observing others behaviour within close proximity and over time, though the learner must be motivated to repeat the learned behaviour by extrinsic or intrinsic motivation. If the child is sat by a motivated and ambitious pupil, then hopefully they will begin to display the modelled behaviour. Positive reinforcement of the desired behaviour strengthens it, and this is known as Operant Conditioning, a theory studied and developed by B. F. Skinner (1904-1940) (McLeod, 2018). 

To achieve the most successful results from AfL it needs to be communicated in the right way. When questioning students to check understanding, teachers need to allow a pupil sufficient time to answer the questions, allowing the pupil this time to conceive what is asked of them, and to consider and communicate a response is essential (Black & Wiliam, 2005). Though AfL is an effective tool for learning, reflection should pay a part in distinguishing which strategies work for which students as each student has different methods of learning and different academic aspirations.


Reflection

By using the Assisted Reflective Conclusions Model (ARC) I was able to break down the incident and reflect on the separate components. I was able to then relate it to my feelings about the experience, organise the information, interpret what it meant and then begin to draw conclusions from it. As a student teacher I have begun to recognize the importance of reflective teaching and now have a tool to be able to go forward with my practise. Understanding what may impact a child’s development and considering strategies to overcome challenges is beneficial to both teacher and pupils.

 At the time of observation, I was shocked at the language used by Child A and it was alarming to realise how little self-esteem some children have; however, it was an important incident for me to develop and understand further. It was only through analysing the possible reasons for the child’s reaction to the set task that enabled me to further understand possible causes for this. When referring to other educational theorists you begin to construct a wider knowledge of possible impacting factors. If a child is from a loving and stable home, then feelings of low self-efficacy and well-being could occur from entirely different circumstances than that of a LAC, which I later discovered Child A was. It appears that setting high expectations for all children in the classroom and encouraging them to push forward with their learning can not only improve their attainment, but research suggests that it increases self-esteem, and therefore their well-being (Wyse & Rogers, 2016, Smidt, 2013). It has therefore become very important to me to create a sense of Growth Mindset and well-being culture in my own practise, to ensure that the class is a safe space where children can continue to develop emotionally as well as academically.

The layout of the classroom and how the children are placed is worth considering as placing 5 children who present behavioural difficulties together on one table could possibly be causing more disruption than mixing them throughout the class. Perhaps the teacher wanted to restrict the disruption for other children but sitting them with children who may encourage them to engage and participate may have better results for their social and emotional development as well as academic attainment. If group work is challenging and engaging then collaboration will be greater, children should be encouraged to discuss and examine ideas together and not merely be sat in ability groups doing their own work (Grigg, 2010). Although at first disruptive children may try to disengage other child from their work, every strategy and technique takes time to perfect and hopefully over time the challenging behaviour will diminish through operant condition and positive reinforcement of desired behaviour. 

In my opinion Child A would benefit from more encouragement and a balance of communication between him and teacher with a fully implemented strategy of AfL. Although discussion of the task and the transmitting of criteria was thorough and effective for most pupils, I believe that Child A needed additional encouragement and would have further benefitted from being sat with other students. In my classroom I will make sure that tables are evenly mixed by gender and children are not sat in ability groups to do their group work. Different tasks may be more appropriate for group work but even doing independent work I believe children should regularly be changing seats. Peer-to peer assessment and using strategies such as Think-Pair-Share can motivate and help improve the self-esteem of some children, though other AfL strategies may need to be considered. 








Conclusion

To conclude, the analysis of the critical incident has highlighted areas of research in learning theories relating to emotional and cognitive development with a view to understand how it affects pedagogy and its application in the classroom. Student well-being, AfL and setting high expectations for all students were all valuable areas of research and have gone some way to make me more aware of how I will develop professionally. In line with the new Professional Standards for Teaching and Leadership (WAG, 2018) I have begun to extend my knowledge and understanding of how to create a learning experience that encompasses the four purposes and have a deeper understanding of what it means to teach holistically. 

Reflection will play an important role within my teaching practise, especially as a newly qualified teacher, where many strategies will be trialled, and adaptions made where appropriate. Behaviour management techniques and formative assessment strategies will be reflected upon regularly to ensure I am providing a nurturing, authentic learning environment for the children and providing constant and creative opportunities for practice and progression. The need for formative assessment is further highlighted through undertaking this action research and heightened my interest in further developing my knowledge and understanding of the most effective techniques and strategies. Black & Wiliam (2005) and Hattie (2012) have strongly advocated the use of effective AfL in education, so I will further research the best strategies to use to create a significant positive impact on children’s development. 

Setting high expectations for all learner’s is essential to support Donaldson’s four purposes, enabling me to develop children’s self-efficacy and building on their determination to become life-long learners (Donaldson, 2015). The work set must be challenging but achievable, that is to say that work must not be too difficult that confidence is lost but challenging enough so that children are encouraged and supported to achieve results and reach their full potential. Every child has the right to a valuable education to help create a positive future for them. 
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