6007 		1051087
A critical evaluation and the identification of next teaching and learning steps focusing on a case study of an individual or a group of learners, based on an observed critical incident.
Word count: 4,400

This essay will identify and evaluate the next teaching and learning steps for a child observed within a classroom setting. In order to gain a broader understanding of how learning takes place, this assignment will focus on one particular pupil and a critical incident that was observed through the use of a case-study approach.  
A critical incident is an event or occurrence that is significant to either the teacher or observer within the classroom, which can then be used to reflect upon their own or another’s teaching practises. A critical incident can inform the way someone teaches, be an unplanned or unexpected event, or it can be the behaviour of a child. Tripp (2012) says that a critical incident is not necessarily an event that is theatrical or negative, but one that reveals ‘underlying trends, motives and structures’ (2012, p25). Therefore, some of these events may come across as routine initially and need to be analysed with context, including social. Analysing critical incidents helps to gain further insight into the inner workings of a classroom, the teacher and children included. Tripp gives the example of a girl putting her hand up in order to ask the teacher if she can sharpen her pencil (Tripp 2012). This event is relatively routine and something that an observer is likely to see in many classrooms around the world. It is only by breaking it down and analysing the behaviours of the teacher and child that we begin to see a critical incident. It could be seen that the child does not have any form of autonomy within the classroom setting and that she depends on her teacher’s permission to complete standard, routine activities. In line with the BERA (2018) Ethical Guidelines for anonymity, names of the school and individuals will not be used in this essay. Therefore, any identifying factors will be redacted, and names will be written with a singular, non-related letter; for example, Child Z.
 
School X is a mixed, English medium school, which cares for nursery, infants and junior-aged pupils. According to the My Local School government website, the school has approximately 430 children, of whom 24.7% received free school meals; the national average in Wales is around 18.4%. The school identifies that around 10% of its learners have Additional Learning Needs (ALN), but only 2.6% of learners have statements of Special Educational Needs. In both of these areas, the school has a lower percentage than the Local Authority average. Estyn, in 2014, reported that the school’s performance as ‘Good’, due to areas such as its ethos being ‘positive, caring and entirely child-centred’ and pupils’ ‘learning experiences are of high quality’. 
 
Due to current COVID-guidelines, the school was unable to facilitate observations in the classrooms and instead offered a range of recorded lesson observations. Video recordings of seven classes were made available; three of these classes were pre-COVID (before March 2020), and four were recorded in the current calendar year (March 2020 onwards). All the classes were of mixed-ability with at least one teaching assistant supported within the classroom. Lesson subjects observed included Literacy, Numeracy and Personal & Social Development (PSD), as well as carpet-time reflection sessions for the younger classes. The videos provided by School X were short and did not show the entirety of the sessions. However, prior to watching, some necessary background information was given for each of the videos, such as the time the lesson took place; if the teacher present was a cover teacher and what the topic of the session was. Due to this, individual child information was not obtained, such as if particular learners have a statement of learning needs. 
 
In order to critically evaluate the next teaching and learning steps of Class H and identify critical incidents observed, a case study methodology was used. In addition to this, the researcher was a non-participant due to the use of pre-recorded observations. According to Cohen et al. (2018, p376), a case study ‘provides a unique example of real people in real situations’. Case studies have strengths in establishing and demonstrating theories in real-life environments, such as a classroom, often creating a contextual background that may assist in a researcher’s study. It allows researchers to experience an environment as truthfully and realistically as possible, particularly if the researcher is conducting a non-participant observation as they are not influencing the learners or staff. Furthermore, a case-study can be carried out by a single researcher (Cohen et al. 2018), which allows for greater and more seamless immersion into environments such as a classroom, where a large group of people would be quite conspicuous and distracting to learners. By reducing the number of outliers in the environment, there may be a higher chance of witnessing a singular or number of critical incidents.
 
Case-studies are often written with an informal tone and with everyday language or simple notes; they ‘speak for themselves’ (Cohen et al. 2018, p378). This writing style allows for a broader audience to access the information, as not just academics and professionals will be able to understand the material and engage with its data. However, the results may not be applicable or discernible to all who engage with the material. By allowing the study to be accessible and quickly interpreted, the information can be used effectively by staff for Continuing Professional Development (CPD) or by a school’s senior leadership team to create school improvement plans and policies, without the need for outside agencies (Cohen et al., 2018, p378).
 
Within case-studies, however, there is a chance that the information gathered may be subject to observer bias. Bias can affect a researcher’s ability to critically analyse a situation as they may have pre-existing assumptions about a subject that may influence their way of thinking or documenting (Cohen et al., 2018). For example, this may be knowing a child has a statement of Special Educational Needs ahead of an observation. A researcher may enter the classroom with a low expectation of the child and therefore not expect a good outcome; this could lead to a misrepresentation in the data collated as the researcher might expect the child to underachieve or to display particular physical behaviours. Observer bias can also arise should the learner or teacher know there is an observation taking place, meaning they may change the way they routinely act (White, Hegarty and Beasley, 1970). This can impact upon the study as behaviours can possibly be altered in order to make the subject(s) appear they are surpassing expectations or to display behaviours they think the researchers want to see. Even if the researcher is not present in the room (for example, with use of a camera or recorder), they may still cause bias if the subject(s) know their actions are being monitored.
 
As stated above, due to current COVID-19 guidelines, a video recording method of observation was undertaken. Video and audio observations ensure that a researcher remains a non-participant within the study. Recordings can be an asset to observations as they allow the researcher to scrutinise incidents multiple times and maintain an order of events successfully. It also allows multiple researchers to access a singular source (Cohen et al., 2018). Using video observations may remove possible observer bias; children in a school that undertake many lesson observations via video recording may be used to camera equipment. They may soon forget about the presence of the equipment and behave as routine, as opposed to children unused to a camera recording them. There are disadvantages to using video recordings as a method of observing. A fixed-position camera cannot, for example, move to capture different events around the classroom, whereas a mobile-camera may feel intrusive to learners. A fixed-position camera has a risk of losing context within the classroom as it does not have the peripheral vision that an in-person observation possesses. Recording may also bring up issues of ethical approval and permission from parents, as well as ensuring that only people approved by the school have access to the footage (Cohen et al., 2018). In being mindful of the above strengths and weaknesses of case studies and video observations, this approach will allow the researcher to gain insights into the specific incident and to broader teaching and learning concepts within Class H. 
 
The observed critical incident that this essay will be focusing on was within Class H, a Year 1 class. This conducted recording took place during the second week of the academic year 2020-21. The lesson observed was an afternoon carpet-time session, leading into a numeracy activity focussing on number and counting, which featured a number-pole and Velcro letters. Three TAs were seen in the classroom, but all were occupied with other tasks and were not actively supporting the children in the activity. The teacher was sat at the front of the classroom, with all children facing her on the carpet. The majority of the class appeared engaged in their learning and enthusiastically participated, often putting their hands up to speak. One boy, who will be referred to as Child Z, often shouted out his answers, creating a low-level disruption to the session. Initially, the teacher ignored the behaviour, choosing instead to choose other children to answer her questions. Eventually, the teacher spoke to him directly with a soft smile and said: “Remember! We don’t shout out, we put our hands up”. This was said with gestures and a rhythm which indicates that this is a known and enforced rule in the classroom. The teacher began to look around the room. Child Z then put his hand up, and the teacher gasped with apparent delight and said “Oh look! Z has got his hand up! Well done! What’s the answer, Z?” Child Z then got to his feet and engaged with the number pole. Child Z sat down quietly with his peers and did not shout out for the remainder of the observation recording.
 
It was observed that Child Z knew the answers to the teacher’s questions, but it could be said that, due to his age, he was not aware of the rules and social construct of putting a hand up; of not shouting out. There was no reminder given by the teacher when he shouted out the first time. In his mind, he is complying with the teacher’s expectations as he is thinking and coming up with an answer. Had the teacher reprimanded Child Z, particularly in a negative way, he may begin to associate carpet time with negative feelings, and it may affect his confidence to answer questions hereafter. A problematic response from the teacher could also affect his attitude towards learning and participation in the future (Tripp 2012).
 
Initially, the teacher deals with Child Z by ignoring the behaviour she does not wish to interact with. When he complies with her expectations, she then reinforces the desired behaviour by praising him, a technique colloquially known as ‘catch them being good’. She does not reprimand Child Z or shout at him. In using a positive behaviour strategy with the children, the teacher is building a positive connection with them by associating good interactions within the environment to herself. Forming positive relationships within the classroom is part of the Welsh Government’s ‘Successful Futures’ report, which specifies that this is ‘based upon trust and mutual respect’ (Donaldson 2015). Using Donaldson’s report, the Welsh Government has set out Four Purposes of education which encourages children to become ‘ambitious, capable learners’, ‘healthy, confident individuals’, ‘enterprising, creative contributors’ and ‘ethical, informed citizens’ (Donaldson 2015, p29-30). This critical incident links particularly with encouraging children to be ‘healthy, confident individuals’, as Donaldson states that it is essential to develop ‘confidence, resilience and empathy’ (Donaldson 2015, p30). It could be said that such an interaction fosters trust between learners and staff, creating a safe environment within the classroom, which is beneficial towards learners’ mental and emotional well-being (Huntercombe Group, 2018).
 
Positive reinforcement theory has its roots within behaviourism, specifically with Skinner. Skinner was an American psychologist during the 20th Century whose work influenced theories within behaviourism, most notably in regards to modifying and increasing the standard of desirable behaviours through consequence. Skinner advocated that behaviour (both animal and human) can be adapted, changed and controlled by the environment, particularly through the use of reinforcement; this is known as ‘operant conditioning’. Whilst Pavlov and Watson notably inspired him, Skinner theorised that responses and behaviours could be learned through and impacted by interactions with the environment, rather than solely depend on involuntary responses (classical conditioning) (Aubrey and Riley, 2019). 
 
Whilst the terms positive and negative are used in regards to reinforcement, they should not be confused with being rewarded and receiving punishment. Nye (1979) explains that whilst giving a reward may reinforce desired behaviour, it will only do so for a short period of time and does not necessarily strengthen the behaviour itself. Punishment, he notes, weakens behaviour. Skinner’s operant conditioning can be simplified into four sections:

	Positive Reinforcement
	A behaviour is strengthened by providing a rewarding consequence

	Negative Reinforcement
	A behaviour is strengthened by removing an unpleasant experience

	Punishment
	A behaviour is weakened by introducing an unpleasant experience

	Extinction
	A behaviour is weakened by removing a rewarding consequence




As seen above, ‘positive’ does not necessarily equate ‘good’ and ‘negative’ does not equal ‘bad’. Skinner also maintained that the use of positive reinforcement had a more lasting effect on adapting behaviour than negative reinforcement and even more so than punishment (Aubrey and Riley, 2019). The teacher in Class H provided positive reinforcement to the class when they demonstrated desired behaviour by raising their hands to answer questions, strengthening these behaviours.
 
Skinner’s branch of behaviourism can be seen in today’s classrooms around the world through the use of ABA (Applied Behaviour Analysis) which is more commonly found in provisions that support children and young adults with Autism and other Special Educational Needs (SEN). ABA is not as widely used in the UK as it is in the USA, possibly due to lack of funding and privatised programmes; ABA programs can cost between £40,000 and £47,000 for intensive sessions (The Giving Tree Foundation, n.d.). ABA can also be found in techniques and language programmes throughout SEND provisions, such as the use of PECS (Picture Exchange Communication System) for learners who are non-verbal and ABC behaviour data. 
 
ABC (Antecedent – Behaviour – Consequence) is an assessment tool derived from a form of Skinner’s ‘Stimulus, Response, Reinforcement’, wherein the stimulus becomes the antecedent (or ‘what happened before the behaviour’), and the reinforcement becomes the consequence (or ‘what happened after the behaviour’). Both of these parts are variable, and by changing the antecedent/stimulus or the consequence/reinforcement, the behaviour/response can be adapted. ABC data is commonly taken in order to observe, assess and identify patterns in behaviour, specifically to see why disruptive behaviour may be repeated. This data can then be used to create a positive action plan for the child in order to improve behaviour, motivation for learning and therefore enable the child to engage with the teaching and learning steps within the classroom. 
 
The critical incident observed in the classroom in School X can be analysed using the ABC chart:

	Antecedent
	Behaviour
	Consequence

	Child Z would like teacher’s attention.

Teacher asked the class a question but has not reminded class of expectations (e.g. putting hand up)
	Child Z shouts out continuously

Low-level disruption
	Child Z is ignored

Peers who are sitting quietly with hands up are chosen

Child Z continues to shout out.

	Child Z would like teacher’s attention.

Teacher asked the class a question but reminds class about putting hands up and models good behaviour
	Child Z puts his hand up 

Waits for teacher quietly
	Teacher praises Child Z specifically for putting his hand up and chooses Child Z to answer the question 

Child Z then sits quietly whilst other peers answer questions



In this incident, Child Z is seeking the teacher’s attention. He displays undesirable behaviour, and so the teacher ignores the behaviour; if she had addressed the behaviour, even by telling him not to shout out, that would still be a form of positive reinforcement, which would strengthen the undesirable behaviour. In being ignored, Child Z should, in theory, learn that this type of behaviour does not get him what he wants and adapt his behaviour to be what his teacher expects. However, as most teachers and practitioners know, children do not often abide by theoretical rules. Instead, Child Z continues to display unwanted behaviour. The teacher, therefore, changes the antecedent by stating her expectations or what the children need to do in order to receive her attention and so when Child Z displays the desired behaviour, he receives positive reinforcement (praise). The desirable behaviour (putting hands up, sitting quietly) is rewarded with high praise and therefore strengthened, as observed later on in the session when Child Z sits quietly on the carpet as his peers answer questions. By using an ABC data chart, it is clearer to see how a positive reinforcement approach works well with this child. 
 
The teacher’s approach with this behaviour strategy furthermore links to building healthy and confident individuals within Donaldson’s Four Purposes (2015). By focussing on his positive behaviour, the teacher encourages greater confidence and builds his resilience to learn, rather than impacting it negatively. A report by Young Wales (Thinking Positively, 2010) and a report by Estyn (Learner Resilience, 2020) both describe learner resilience as having a good level of self-esteem and confidence in regards to their person, including social and emotional well-being when faced with adversity. Both reports emphasised ensuring that learners have good relationships with those they may look to when seeking help, whether it is a personal or academic issue, as well as safeguarding the ability to cope with change or failure appropriately. Estyn’s report (2020) specifically relates learner resilience to the current hardships many children have been facing during the COVID-19 pandemic, such as a change in learning environments, self-motivation in regards to their academic progression and breakdowns of routine; this is relevant to the incident, as this lesson observation was recorded during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Another approach to the incident could be seen as the importance of routines, rules and expectations. Child Z responded well to the positive reinforcement of his behaviour. However, it could be noted that, just prior to the incident, the teacher set out her expectations by reminding the class about putting hands up, which could have influenced his demonstration changed behaviour. According to the Welsh Government (2012), rules and expectations on behaviour are crucial to effective classroom management, which supports in creating a positive learning environment. Rules define what is acceptable behaviour, and routines can reduce the need for behavioural challenges. A lack of consistent routine can see increase disruptive behaviour (Welsh Government, 2012). In the critical incident, had the teacher continued to ignore the disruption, Child Z, along with the other children in Class H, may have lost engagement in the task. Child Z could have escalated his behaviour further, or other children may have become disruptive as well. It could be seen that by continuing to remind the children of the rules, she negates the need for conflict resolution by being consistent with expectations.

Nonetheless, the consistency of rule-keeping without flexibility or proportionate consequences can have an adverse effect or be counter-productive in classroom management. In 2017, many media outlets reported on an academy in Great Yarmouth, which was being criticised by parents for its ‘army-like’ behaviour policy (BBC News, September 2017). Some consequences included isolation for dropping a pencil during lesson-time, and other parents reported that children had wet themselves in class as they were unable to go to the toilet (BBC News, October 2017). Parents also reported that the rules imposed by the academy focussed on punishment and children were told that teachers were not to have their authority questioned at all (Tickle, L., The Guardian, 2017). The academy maintained that strict enforcement of their policies was essential for students to prosper and succeed, putting an emphasis on clear expectations and creating a learning environment concentrating on exam success. The response to these rules was mixed with parents, with some agreeing but a large number of parents decided to remove their children from the school as they felt the rules were too inflexible and harsh, with one parent comparing the discipline to ‘bullying’ (BBC News, September 2017). Merely relying on strict enforcement of rules may not work in a teacher’s favour:

 If you come at Robert with rules, sanctions and angry coffee breath, he will stick in his heels and you will never move him. Come to him with kindness, commitment, patience and resilience and he will eventually follow you anywhere. (Dix, 2017, p34)

It can be argued that whilst rules and consistency of sanctions are essential in classroom management, it is crucial to implement them with compassion and empathy. Rules and boundaries help children feel safe, but they need to be proportionate to the situation, age and ethos of the school. If the teacher of Class H had shouted at Child Z, demanded he remain in class during lunchtime or carried out another type of severe sanction on the first instance, Class H may experience further, continuous disruptive behaviour in the future, as the children may not feel they can trust the teacher; according to Donaldson’s Four Purposes (2015), this is crucial for children to become healthy, confident individuals. In this incident, the teacher ensured that she maintained a consistent but fair enforcement of the classroom rules whilst implementing a positive behavioural strategy to support. 

In order to reflect upon the critical incident and effectively utilise the research I have undertaken in order to identify the next possible teaching and learning steps, I will be using Kolb’s model of Experiential Learning (1984). Kolb’s process is a cycle, composed of four stages: experience, reflect, analyse and experiment. A learner can enter this cycle at any one stage, but they must all be followed in sequence in order for successful learning and reflection to take place. Once these stages are completed, one then begins the cycle again using a new experience as a starting point. I feel this model of reflection is beneficial for my own critical reflection. However, Brookfield (1998) is another approach that could be taken, in that it allows you to reflect on incidents through different lenses and perspectives. Use of these reflective models will continue to inform and support my own professional and personal development throughout my teaching career as they will allow me to evaluate my knowledge, skills and practises in order to adapt and improve. 

As I was not physically present within the classroom, I am unaware of what home-school communication looks like within School X. Home-school communication can be a vital tool in promoting positive behaviours and encouraging behaviour strategies in areas outside of the classroom; where a strategy or accomplishment occurs in school, it could be utilised or praised at home and vice-versa. If Child Z is collected from school by the parent or carer, the teacher may be able to discuss the incident with them there. This would not be done negatively but positively. For example, ‘Child Z showed me beautiful manners today and put his hand up without shouting out’. If an in-person discussion is not an option, the teacher could pass on the information via a phone call or letter home. Some schools employ a home-school diary system to enable effective communication regarding a child’s accomplishments, as well as the use of apps like ClassDojo, which uses a point system to promote class values or positive behaviours parents may want to encourage. This type of communication with Child Z’s home would allow the positive reinforcement to continue at home, as well as let the parent/carer know what behaviour strategies are in place in school, should they wish to trial these outside of the classroom. 

A possible next step in managing classroom behaviour and the low-level disruption observed may be to take note of other staff members’ movements and availability in supporting the children. As an observer, it is difficult for me to determine what planning the teacher may have in place for her teaching assistants or if, during a whole-class activity such as carpet time, it is routine for them to complete tasks in the background. In The Teachers’ Standards in the Classroom, Blatchford states that ‘It is the teacher’s key responsibility to ensure that additional support is effectively deployed’ and that use of support staff should be ‘well-planned and purposeful’ (Blatchford 2020, p57). Whilst it is important to promote independence in children, it can be seen as essential to have a contingency of support available in order to encourage engagement in the activity, as well as anticipate any issues or behaviours that may arise. A report by the Department for Education (2019) found that teaching assistants, when used effectively to support the teacher, can have ‘a positive impact on pupil engagement and attainment’, as well as academic achievements (Skipp and Hopwood, 2019, p9). The support staff in Class H could have been utilised to support the teacher in dealing with low-level disruptions that occurred prior to the critical incident (such as children requesting to go to the toilet) as well as the behaviour from Child Z; this may have allowed the teacher to continue teaching and keeping the other students engaged with the lesson. 

In conclusion, there is a variety of distinctive aspects surrounding the observed critical incident, which allow a practical assessment and identification of next teaching and learning steps. Firstly, an examination of how the teacher of Class H reacted within the critical incident was conducted. Analysing the incident through Skinner’s (1938) branch of behaviourism, as well as the use of an ABC chart enabled the researcher to justify how efficient positive reinforcement can be when dealing with disruptive behaviour and how beneficial positive reinforcement can be as a practical behavioural strategy. The use of consistent rules and expectations was shown to be effective, albeit when utilised with positive behavioural strategies, as well as ensuring that consequences are proportionate to the situation, age and ethos of the school. The next steps for teaching and learning could be recognising effective deployment of support staff to settle and manage the disruption of learning, as well as looking into what home-school communication systems are in place in the school to allow a seamless transition of behavioural strategies between teachers and parents.
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