Critical Incident Observed in a Secondary School Setting 

INTRODUCTION 

A critical evaluation is when we as teaching practitioners reflect upon our experiences in the classroom after the event, whether it is an ordinary or extraordinary, positive, or negative experience. We then delve deeper into why certain situations happened, and what we would do differently if we faced this situation again. We would take learning steps by investigating case studies of an individual student or group of students, depending on the significant event that changes our perspective on what happened in the classroom. A critical incident is anything that happens in the classroom, that gets our attention in the classroom, and later gets us to reflect in more detail after the event of the critical incident. 

[bookmark: _Int_fnO6zDRN]In this assignment, I will discuss reflection and reflective practice and how it links to critical incidents, then I will talk in more detail about Schön’s 1978 Model of reflective practice. How the new Curriculum of Wales is shaping education for the better, the four purposes of the new curriculum, and then linking back to the Professional Standards of teaching, particularly pedagogy. I will also be describing the critical incident I was privileged to observe in School X in more detail but in keeping with the BERA (British Educational Research Association) guidelines of anonymity. Then I will delve deeper into behavioural management theories and then investigate the psychology of Operant Conditioning and look at the theories of Behavioral Psychologists such as Skinner and E.L. Thorndike. Then I will investigate Humanist theory and the work of John Holt, and how behaviouralist theory could be harmful for learners.

1. The role of critical reflection 
[bookmark: _Int_MePftIwX][bookmark: _Int_zH107EkO]According to Tripp, critical incidents are ordinary events within the classroom that become extraordinary after the event happened. It is only through the lens of reflective thinking that the event becomes critical, not in a negative way but it connects “theory with practice because one is working in the context of real and immediate practical concerns.” (Tripp, 2012, p.48). “These incidents appear to be ‘typical’ rather than ‘critical’ at first sight but are rendered critical through analysis.” (Tripp,2012, p. 52).

Critical incidents and ‘Reflective practice’ cannot be effective without the other, the critical incident is the event and reflection is thinking in hindsight. ‘Reflective practice’ originates from Schön’s research. He was a pioneer for detecting an issue teaching practitioners face regarding the gap between teaching theory and practice. Author Jan Fook mentions that Schön (1983 and 1987) was one of the pioneers to alert us to the crisis that practitioners often face by the “perceived gap between formal theory and actual practice”. (Schön, 1983 and 1987, as cited in Fook, 2013, p.441). Zwozdiak-Myers Framework of Reflective Practice includes nine dimensions influenced by others in reflective practice within teaching who researched and published their finding. Zwozdiak-Myers explains reflective practice as the process and morals that influences the student-teachers or teachers' professional development as, a process that student-teachers and experienced teachers use to work on action plans, research knowledge and theories within their professional development (Zwozdiak-Myers. P 2012, p.5). One of the theorists that Zwozdiak-Myers stated influenced her Framework of Reflective Practice was the work Schön in relation the process of reflective practice, “his concepts of reflection on action and reflection in action” (Schön, 1987, as cited by Zwozdiak-Myers. P 2012, p.5) and how the two are intertwined and is one example of reflective models developed by scholars within the field of reflective practice. Schön’s Model of reflective practice breaks down the reflective process into two distinctive stages, reflection in action and reflection on action (or those that happen in hindsight/after the event). As seen in the figure below:
[image: Guide to models of reflection – when & why should you use different ones? –  Lifelong Learning with OT]
Figure 1: Models of reflective practice (Schön,1978)

Reflection in action is the experience itself when the event occurs. Reflecting during the event, then deciding how to act at the time and acting immediately. Schön himself recognises that how reflection in action is not always feasible. He says, “there is no time to reflect when we are on the firing line; if we stop to think, we may be dead.” (Schön, 2016, p.277). In theory, reflecting and changing our decisions is a good practice during the event and is essential to evolving as a teaching practitioner. But it is not always possible to do that when we are busy teaching a class and managing behaviour.

Schön’s theory delves into teachers’ just knowing or subconscious instinct when teaching in action. In his research, Farrell discusses Schön’s interest in reflection-in-action:

Schön was interested in how professionals “know” through their practice because he was convinced, they know more than they articulate in language. This he called reflection-in-action, or how teachers think on their feet. Reflection-in-action involves examining our beliefs and experiences and how they connect to our theories in use.
                                                                                                                   (Farrell,2012, p.12)

Reflection on action is the reflection that occurs after the event. Thinking about things you would change if you faced the same situation again. Reflection on action is after the event activity where we reflect what we did in the event, things we have learnt and things we need to improve on within our teaching practice. Then we proceed to look at information gained from different perspectives when carrying out research and then processing our feelings into an action plan. 











2. School OBSERVATION & Class context 

[bookmark: _Int_KyXZVGHr]In accordance with the BERA Guidelines “researchers should recognise the entitlement of both institutions and individual participants to privacy” (BERA, 2018, p.21) and is the reason all data will remain anonymous and confidential regarding all participants involved in the observation. Therefore, I will be replacing the name of the school, staff and students observed and referred to as: School X, Teacher A, or Student A.

[bookmark: _Int_raBzMUSg]I had the privilege of observing various lessons in a mixed-gender comprehensive school. It was interesting to see the various lessons in practice and how distinct factors such are year group, teacher and subject change the outcome of the learners’ engagement. There are about 1,700 students, including 357 in Sixth form, in the school from 11 to 18. The school stated that 6% of students are eligible for free school meals (FSM), well under the national average of 17% for secondary schools. Additionally, 12% of students have been identified with Additional Learning Needs (ALN) and 1.7% have an ALN statement (Estyn, 2018, p.1). The school has a specialist Behavioural Support Unit (BSU) which also supports students with ALN. A quarter of the students come from an ethic minority background and just over 20% speak English (Estyn,2018, p.1). The school is a pioneer school regarding the New Curriculum, trialing and improving the values from the four purposes before it was implemented Nationwide this academic year 2022/23. 


The critical incident linked to Donaldson’s Four Purposes
[bookmark: _Int_PAu0e6am]The critical incident that I observed was in a Year 8 Music lesson specifically relating to Behaviour Management tools and routines rewarding Achievements for modelling positive behaviour in the classroom. The teacher had a visual display of Achievement and Negative behaviour in the classroom. Every time a student answered a question when asked or played the theme tune when chosen at random, the teacher wrote the students name on the Achievement board. When I asked the teacher about why she used the Achievement board, she explained that it is a whole-school policy on behavioural management, and she prefers to use a visual aid so that she follows through with her promise to reward good behaviour on the school's student database. The class were engaged throughout the lesson, this may be because the Negative ‘thumbs down’ behaviour poster was a deterrent for poor behaviour, as no student wants to be singled out in a negative way in front of their peers. This plays in with Praise in Public and Remind in Private practiced by School X behavioural Management policy. It is essential that any sanctions given to students are done in private to avoid an audience. As stated by Cowley, it is good practice to "avoid a confrontation building up, where a student is embarrassed to be punished publicly, and responds” (Cowley,2003, p.67 and p.68) in a negative way making things more difficult than it needs to be for the teacher.

The teacher also used other techniques like non-verbal attention grabbers to get the class noise level down, like using their hands to clap or put their finger on their mouth to indicate that she wants them to model good behaviour. The teacher explained to the class that by her clapping and the whole class repeating her action gets the class to practice on their musical rhyme, (which she stated that the Music teacher from the previous year got them in the habit of doing), in addition to bringing the class noise down. Non-verbal signals are more powerful and effective providing the teacher with control and status in the classroom, reducing the risk of the teacher losing their voice. The author and expert Cowley in behavioural management states that “The teacher who communicates with the class without needing to speak is sending a powerful message...” (Cowley,2003, p.34).

[bookmark: _Int_DrjweExO]The teacher used a ‘no-hands-up’ policy by randomly selecting students through the Wheel of Doom. This ensured that all students had an opportunity to answer questions or play the music piece. This made the lesson even more fun and interactive, creating suspense on who must play the music piece individually in front of their peers and ending on a high. Please note that even though the classroom had keyboards and other musical instruments that could cause class disruption such as silly behaviour playing annoying sounds on the keyboard. 
The teacher created a safe learning environment where students are aware of high but achievable expectations. The behavioral management techniques used allow the students to remain engaged, seek and enjoy the musical challenge set by the teacher. The new curriculum in Wales was initiated in September this year, as the old curriculum was seen to be outdated and ineffective. There are four main purposes as set by Donaldson (2015) in his Successful Futures Review: 1) Ambitious, capable learners, 2) Enterprising and creative contributors, 3) Ethical and Informed Citizens, and 4) Healthy and confident individuals (Donaldson, 2015, pg.29). It is important to note that the school designed and reviewed their curriculum a few years before the new Curriculum was rolled out and are still renewing it after each yearly review.



LITERATURE REVIEW 

The question of whether the use of behavioral management strategies benefits the learners to ensure that they stay on-task and progress within the subject by retaining knowledge. The critical incident observed was the use of behaviour management strategies, such as use of non-verbal signals, an achievement and misbehaviour board where the teacher writes the students names, and the use of a no-hands-up policy using Spin the Wheel of names. One area of research that will be discussed is the use of behavioural management within classrooms. The authors MacSuga and Simonsen (2011) discuss five beneficial strategies to help teachers manage behaviour within the classroom. One of these strategies, used in the case study mentioned by 
[bookmark: _Int_6HpmNEJT]MacSuga and Simonsen (2011), which has three key aspects of strategies to manage behaviour can be listed as follows: 1) ensure teachers supervise how they use these strategies, 2) collecting data on strategy used within the classroom to enable the teacher to reflective and improve, and 3) establishing targets to work on. Within the case study the consultation advised the teacher to use praise and reward as one of the effective strategies, the teacher in question was reluctant to use praise and reward as she believed that she did not need to acknowledge the positives as she was too busy dealing with poor behaviour. The teacher’s performance and the students’ on-task behaviour remained at a low figure, it was not until she changed her perspective that the classroom behaviour improved. Rewards are effective use of control in schools that do not have issues with behaviour or motivation. The key problem with this explanation is that schools that deal with poor behaviour daily have students that are cynical about rewards given. (Cowley,2003). The use of rewards on some students within these schools may backfire on the teacher as they want to retain a tough guy reputation amongst their peers. Cowley suggests instead avoiding the use of positive praise and/or rewards to praise students in private either by writing in their homework or paper or talking to a student that is normally disruptive praising them for their good behaviour. (Cowley,2003). Whereas the research of Robinson and colleagues (2019) acknowledge that behavioural management is necessary to create a safe-learning environment for students. Such approaches, however, have failed to address that learners need to be able to take risks, push boundaries and stretch their abilities. Therefore, in theory controlling the behaviour may reduce off-task disruptive behaviour , but on the downside, learners will become over reliant on the teacher, following instructions and repeating knowledge without understanding and being unable to think innovatively. (Robinson et al, 2019).

[bookmark: _Int_5pscVaWI]Within the context of the critical incident that I observed the teacher also used non-verbal signals to control the class. For example, she used hands such as clapping to bring the noise-level down without straining her voice and bringing a sense of calm to the classroom environment. The teacher also used repetition by clapping her hands until the class copied her and settled down. Repetition is vital strategy of behavioural management as not all students may have listened to the teacher the first time. (Cowley,2003). This then leads into the second area of research, specifically B.F.Skinner’s Theory of Operant Conditioning (1953), where good behaviour receives a reward, so the subject is conditioned to repeat good behaviour in the future, and to punish bad behaviour through consequences so they are deterred from repeating said behaviour. The use of operant conditioning within the classroom may undermine learners becoming healthy, confident individuals as they learn to accept negative consequences without challenging or questioning authority and not thinking independently about taking charge of their own learning journey. It is important to state that teachers must be aware that students unconsciously imitate behaviour, so they must ensure that the behaviour modeled is positive and appropriate in the classroom. For example, if the teacher arrives late to class most days, then students may think that it is acceptable to be late to class too.  (Macleod, 2016, as cited by Robinson et al 2019, p.45). 

[bookmark: _Int_IPExocN2]Skinner declared that people accept free will because they are aware of how people behave but little about its causes. As we do not stop and think about what causes human behaviour, we assume that human behaviour does not have a cause. Skinner thought all behaviour is determined; he believes that operant behaviour is what most people consider voluntary behaviour. In other words, operant behaviour is ‘voluntary’ but not reflective behaviour, or subconscious behaviour. Instead, operant behaviour changes the environment and consequences are caused. Although, purposive behaviour does not include free will or humans' behaviour does not have a cause (O’Donohue and Ferguson, 2011).

Skinner was influenced by many researchers in this field such as E.L.Thorndike. Thorndike was one of the key pioneers when it comes to positivism within educational research. Positivism is a complex scientific theory of education research that ignores the creative, sentient, culturally embedded character of human experiences (Saari, 2016). Thorndike’s research talked about learning being hereditary and influenced by the environment people live in. His research was into behavioural theories, where he discovered that the human brain works like a machine, in the sense where the brain is divided into separate individual parts but are linked through paths. The mental function is the memory part of the brain. He believed that there are connections between the stimuli and responses, which can be strengthened through repetition. He is known today for connectivism law of learning. Where learning is broken down into smaller more manageable step-by-step tasks, learning does not happen at once. Thorndike fails to account for the fact that learning is a marathon not a sprint, so in theory some learners may give up as success does not happen instantly. But like Skinner, Thorndike’s research believed in control when it comes to behaviour, ignoring individual free will, cultural influences and institutional frameworks of education. (Saari, 2016)


In contrast the Humanist researcher John Holt (1984) believed that behavioural strategies in schools create a situation of ‘fight or fear’. Students may repel and cause more disruptions within the classroom or cower in fear to remain safe, withdraw from learning, and have low-self-esteem. Holt discussed the fact that many institutions that order rest in fear of punishment and consequences. He stated that “They would rather have systems of order based on fear, even when they do not work” (Holt,1984, p.67). Holt stated that: most students are afraid of appearing stupid in front of their peers as they are of their teacher. He discussed that all children should feel safe in their learning environment. By dealing with students that are cruel to others by explaining why that is not exceptable by saying things like ‘Mind your own business’ when student try to tattle on their peers. Preventing this sort of behaviour happening again and teaching them the importance of being kind to each other. Plays into one of Donaldson’s (2015)four purposes of healthy, confident individuals, or ethical informed citizens.

Humanist theory believed that learners should have a say in what they learn, working with their peers, collaborating to teach and learn from each other. Cowley (2003) suggests that teachers should talk to their students. Get to know them on a personal level but do not cross the boundaries within teacher – student rapport. If students feel that their teacher wants to know the ‘real’ them, they are more likely to cooperate with better behaviour. Teachers should include students in the decision-making when it comes to their learning journey. The students may decide what rules they should follow, or the teacher may have a choice of two tasks where the students pick which one, they would prefer to do.

This shows that even though behavioural management strategies are effective, teaching practitioners need to think carefully through research and reflective thinking, whether they help or hinder learning. In the critical incident I observed myself the behavioural management strategies created healthy, confident individuals but the discipline board may cause a student to retaliate if their name was written on that, by singling them out in front of their peers and causing resentment. 


REFLECTION / EVALUATION & NEXT STEPS 
I felt that the observations I was privileged to witness during my experience in the school provided me with inspiration and certain teaching styles that I might use or avoid in the future during my time in the teaching profession. To help with reflection I used Schön’s Models of reflective practice.

During the Models of reflective practice, I concentrated on:
· The actual experience
· Thinking about the lesson while observing
· Reflecting on the situation after the event occurred
· How I would do things differently in my own teaching practices
· Why I would avoid certain practices I have observed in the lesson
· Things that I would use from observing the lesson
· What I would use in my teaching experience after carrying out research

[bookmark: _Int_XZbHIaYc][bookmark: _Int_VZ5QMurk][bookmark: _Int_Yn2nQPkv]From the Music lesson I observed my feelings for the lesson were that effective behavioural management strategies and routines were used within the classroom, and the lesson context was engaging, and the learning objectives were clear from the start. The one thing that impressed me the most about the lesson was the use of non-verbal signals, rewarding positive behaviour through the achievements board and the use of ‘Wheel of Names’ to ensure students are selected at random to play the musical piece task set in the lesson. Crucial factors, such as the year group and the fact that School X does not really have a big problem with behaviour compared to other schools in the country. The lesson's aspects were that learners played a piece of music set at the start of the lesson, listening when the teacher brought the noise level down to provide further instructions. During my future lessons I hope to work on effective behavioural management strategies and routines that work for all year groups, so that learners get the most out of the lesson. I also hope to develop fun and engaging lessons which play into effective behavioural management strategies. One area of improvement or suggestion I would consider is rearranging the seating plan as certain students would get distracted sitting next to their friends or may need to be closer to the board relating to ALN in terms of sight or hearing. MacSuga and Simonsen (2011) discussed one teaching strategy of maximizing structure by changing the seating plan or changing the layout of the room to ensure that the teacher can observe and monitor that students are on-task. For my future teaching practice, I will use valuable observations and teaching my own planned lessons and then reflect individually and with my mentors after I have taught each lesson, to find areas to improve on. According to Farrell (2012) it is vital that teachers make informed decisions about their teaching strategies such as behavioural management, use of clear instructions, repetition, and creating fun engaging lessons. Then writing down our thoughts of what went well and what could be better and collaborating with a mentor to set targets to work on that aligns with the professional teaching standards. Personally, I think considering constructive criticism would help me better control class behaviour and ensure that all students can access the lesson. Also, some of the behavioural strategies used with the critical incident observed might be useful in trying them out for myself and seeing if it will work for me personally and finding and developing my own teaching style.



CONCLUSION 
[bookmark: _GoBack]In conclusion, the critical incident I was privileged to observe mostly has a positive impact on the education of the children in the classroom in terms of engagement. By observing the Music lesson, I concluded that the use of many behavioural management strategies made students aware from the very start of what is expected of them when they enter the teacher's classroom. After the critical incident I researched behavioural management theories and investigated whether they are beneficial or harmful. As the school has a policy on rewarding good behaviour, it is not as if in the future that we will no longer use behavioural management strategy as students may take advantage of that. But instead, thinking whether the approach we as teaching practitioners are helping students and building into Donaldson’s (2015) Four purposes by instilling in them the expectation to be good citizens. After observing the lesson in question, I think I would try to use some of the techniques the teacher used to manage behaviour, but also considering that I need to adapt my approach for each year's group or class. What works for one class may not necessarily work for another. Therefore, taking into consideration the research for my literature review, I have discovered that there are many conflicting views on behavioural management and whatever teaching style and teaching strategies I decide to use that it is there to meet the needs of the learner. The research has differing opinions on who has control within the classroom, behaviouralists believe it belongs to the teacher, whereas humanists believe that schools are there to serve the learner and cater to their needs. But one thing it agrees on is that teachers and learners are all human. When choosing a behavioural strategies, we need to ensure that it is in line with the New Curriculum in Wales and most importantly the learners themselves.
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