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Introduction

In this assignment, I will be discussing the observations of a student, from my bridging days, and evaluate research and key theories on managing behaviour and how to approach this. Out of the many critical incidents I witnessed, I had to choose one and develop further analysis on this for my assignment. Out of my observations, the one observation I have chosen will be studied as a critical incident. What makes the incident ‘critical’ is rendered through analysis. Based on my analysis, I will look at literature supporting my views and discuss the relation of these to my critical incident after. To finish this essay off, I will be reflecting on my findings and, again, on my critical incident and discuss how I would approach the behaviour. 

According to Tripp’s theory of a critical incident, a critical incident is ‘an interpretation of the significance of an event.’ (Tripp, 1993, p. 8). In review to Tripp, Joshi (2018, p. 82) describes that ‘A critical incident is often personal to an individual teacher.’ Looking at both these resources, both authors agree that a critical incident, in a classroom, is an event that stands out for the teacher. The role of the teacher is for them to consider the actions they will take as a reaction. Joshi also states that ‘Analysis of critical incidents helps teachers know more about how they teach.’



The role of critical reflection

According to Cottrell (2005), critical reflection is ‘More than just thinking.’ She discusses that critical reflection can’t be narrowed down to one definition but is made up of a number of characteristics. The role of critical reflection is to help the individual learn. Focusing on Dewey’s theory of reflective thought and action (1933), Dewey believes that the individual picks up habits of learning from the environment they are in, using these habits they can then reflect on the problem and resolve this. As a student teacher, my views will be completely different as to handle a critical incident to that of an experienced teacher. Having more experience allows you to continuously reflect on choices you make for students and their behaviour. Experiencing these types of critical incidents throughout teaching allow the teacher to also implement a plan of action to this behaviour. Continuing to react to the behaviour but informing the students on expected behaviour to reduce this happening frequently. Although the thorough process of remind students of the behaviour you expect, there’ll never be that 100% promise that all students will abide to the rules. Developing my teaching practice, I must review student behaviour and my own behaviour and how I react to the students in situations where they are misbehaving, or being disobedient. This will allow me to acknowledge to severity of each situation, anytime a new one occurs.


Observation

Due to the Ethical Guidelines presented by British Educational Research Association (BERA), I will be compliant with these and all information regarding the school will be kept anonymous. Complying with this will protect any information towards the school, students and teachers. For contextual understanding of the school, but keeping it anonymous, I have read through the school’s Estyn report dated from 2015. The purpose of doing this will give an insight to the school itself but still keep its anonymity. 

This school is an English medium school built up of over 1,000 pupils, ages 11-18, with over 100 students in the sixth form. Around a quarter of students are eligible for free school meals, this is above average of 17.5% for secondary schools across South Wales. Roughly 38% of pupils here live in the 20% most deprived areas of Wales. 

Around a quarter of students of students have a special educational need, with 4% of these students having a statement of special needs. The national average is 20.1% and 2.4% making this school’s statistics higher than the national average. The school has a Specialist Teaching Facility (STF) for about 15 students with moderate learning difficulties funded by the local authority.
Many of the students are from a white British background. Roughly 25% of students are of other ethnic groups and 12% of students speak English as an additional language. Few pupils speak fluent Welsh.

As for classroom context, my critical incident was based in a primary provisional classroom, a class of pupils between the years of 7, 8 and 9. Primary provision is where the students’ reading ages are more behind than the usual age range of their age. This lesson took place straight after the pupils’ break time. Four pupils in this class were part of the STF. One student was absent from lesson but was in the ‘reflective room,’ a room for students to attend if their learning is being disrupted. The class was made up of 11 students overall, with two teaching assistants alongside the teacher. There was no specified subject for this class, but they were learning about healthy eating and then for the second half went on to designing booklets for instructions they had made up the previous lesson.





Critical Incident – Linked to 4 purposes

The critical incident I have decided to investigate and analyse is Student A in class and how they behave in the classroom. To begin with, I was seated next to Student A at the beginning, even though the student had turned up late along with others. The student sits down and instantly opens their book and started drawing, having a whiteboard provided for the lesson, the student started drawing on there. As the lesson progressed, the student seemed to lose focus very easily. When asked to write the Learning Objective down, Student A took longer than other students because they decided to write on the whiteboard instead of their book. As the teacher was going round seeing if pupils needed help, Student A had crawled under the table to get to the other side to sit. Both the teacher and one teaching assistant addressed this and reiterated that they never do this and they’re usually better than that. When back in their original seat, Student A took interest in my metal water bottle on the desk and tried at every opportunity to touch it in some way. I did notice but didn’t react at all and allowed Student A to give up themselves. They did these in 5 second bursts at a time. Following up from the first task of the lesson, the class was then asked to create bar graphs on how many sugars in different branded drinks. I gave assistant to the student, and had to explain numerous times on the understanding of the task. The student had their work and it was messy. The teacher approached them with a ‘speedway ticket,’ and said that they don’t think Student A had learnt anything but just rushed it. When a student is handed a ‘speedway ticket’ it means that they have done finished the task too soon and not given it enough thought to take in any understanding. We (both I and Student A) decided to give the task another go, this time the student had taken more time with a more understanding than before. As the teacher likes to give the students independence, I left Student A to be more independent the second time. Once this task was finished, the teacher gave the students a break and asked them to put their heads on the desk and just ‘let their brain take a break.’ Shortly after, Student A instantly picked up the white board and started drawing, I turned to them and said “you really like drawing, don’t you?” and they nodded. Although this was a distraction to their learning, the teacher took the whiteboard off them and sad they could proceed at the end of lesson. Overall, after focusing on this student, the main area of focus I want to look at is the takeaway of positive punishment of behaviour, along with cognitive load theory.	
After reading Donaldson’s Successful Futures (2015), and linking this critical incident to one of the four purposes, I’ve discovered that the ‘Speedway ticket’ incident links to the student being an ambitious capable learner. The student is ambitious in the way of being ready to learn and get on with the task, but because they did this task too fast and the teacher felt like they hadn’t taken in the information. So in order to ‘understand how to interpret data and apply mathematical concepts,’ the student must first slow down to show their understanding of the topic. 



Literature Review

Regarding my critical incident, there are many literatures and theories which I can look into, this will help myself and others understand reasoning and responses to this incident. I will be looking into different views and opinions related, to see an argument for the theory/research. Included in the literature review will be literature material supporting the subject of Positive punishment and Operant Conditioning, as well as the effect of cognitive load.

To start the literature review off, I’ve looked at the behaviour side and what positive punishment is and how it corelates to the situation. Positive punishment comes from Skinner’s Operant Conditioning theory. The operant conditioning theory is made up of the reinforcer and the individual. ‘Operant conditioning is a method of learning that occurs through rewards and punishments for behaviour’ (B.F, Skinner, 1938 as cited in McLeod, 2018). Operant conditioning is a method of a reinforcer making the judgements of one’s behaviour and the consequences and how they approach this. Positive Reinforcement is the process of awarding to increase behaviour pattern, whereas in contrast to this, Negative Reinforcement is to take away something to increase the behaviour pattern. On the other hand, opposite to Reinforcement is Punishment. Similar strategies to reinforcement, Positive Punishment is the process to add to the equation in order to decrease one’s behaviour. Whereas Negative Punishment is taking away from the equation to decrease behaviour. Behaviour is subject to the individual learner. From Skinner’s experiment, the ‘major influence on behaviour is learning from our environment… because food followed a particular behavior the rats learned to repeat that behavior’ (McLeod, S. 2018).
According to Charlton and David (1993) ‘The most effective way of managing behaviour problems must surely be to work to prevent them arising, and to minimize their occurrence.’ Their book discusses the definitions of what misbehaviour could be, along with ways in which it can be managed and how much of a role the environment of a school plays. In order to minimise the occurrence of the behaviour, the teacher must take action. Relating this to Skinner’s Operant Conditioning, this would be either taking an object away, whether it’d be a concrete or abstract, or giving it to the pupil. Further down the book, they include research from DES and Welsh Office 1989 from both primary and secondary school teachers of ‘disturbing’ misbehaviours encountered by teachers,’ (p8). This research shows that teachers do not believe misbehaviour to be associated with physical or verbal abuse but disruptive behaviour towards their learning. This research shows that the teachers mostly found misbehaviour as incidents that potentially affect learners’ learning. Charlton and David believe that pupil’s behaviour reflects on the way the school is managed as well as the teachers and how they manage themselves and a classroom, this is heightened as an opinion of theirs through ‘certainly not unreasonable if.’ This highly suggests that they think pupils will naturally ‘misbehave’ if the classroom environment isn’t organised. After research and discussion, Charlton and David believe that schools have responsibility in the student’s behaviour, ‘Perhaps schools should capitalize upon the achievements of others’ (p14). The authors have highlighted numerous times throughout the book.
In Punishment in psychology (Cherry, 2021), Cherry discusses the different types of punishments along with operant conditioning. One of the punishments that Cherry discusses negative and positive punishments, in regards to me critical incident, I have identified that positive punishment has been used, giving the pupil a ‘speedway ticket.’ She uses the example of prison and prison sentences and the outcome of behaviour afterwards. She makes the point that punishment doesn’t always change the behaviour outcome, in this case, once out of prison, people don’t always stop committing crimes. Cherry believes that ‘punishment is more effective if it is applied quickly’ (Lukowiak, T. Bridges, J, 2010 as cited in Cherry, 2021). Although she discusses this point, she believes that it doesn’t always have a reduction in criminal behaviour, as prison sentences aren’t conducted soon after the crime has been committed. In this instance, the student receiving the positive punishment straight away allowed that student to redo their mistakes and take more time on the second attempt of the activity. Secondly, Cherry discusses how the inconsistency of positive punishment doesn’t always change the person’s behaviour, ‘punishment achieves greater results when it is consistently applied’ (Lukowiak, T. Bridges, J, 2010). She recognises that people will repeat behaviour when positive punishment is inconsistent. To conclude her findings and research, Cherry suggests that ‘punishment does not actually offer any information about more appropriate or desired behaviours’. So, although punishment is necessary in most cases, there are some drawbacks in the way in which it’s presented. The lack of explanation is often the key to why behaviour reoccurs, because the individual isn’t learning what they’ve done wrong or what they should be doing instead. 
	In contrast to these findings McLeod believes that operant conditioning ‘fails to take into account the role of inherited and cognitive factors in learning’ (McLeod, S, 2018). Similar to Cherry’s belief, McLeod discusses that operant conditioning doesn’t always achieve what it’s intentions are. He believes there is an ‘incomplete explanation’ for the operant condition which can result in the behaviour to persist. McLeod also says ‘Some psychologists argue we cannot generalize from studies on animals to humans as their anatomy and physiology is different from humans.’ Because Skinner experimented Operant conditioning on animals, this is a much different effect on humans, so, although the theory’s results became clear from an animal, it doesn’t mean it will for humans. Staddon believes that operant conditioning isn’t as effective as people think (2016). Based on Skinner’s experiments, Staddon looks into the inaccurate response of facts, explaining that the ‘method discourages averaging across animals.’ Skinner didn’t not average the number of level presses or pecks. He identifies that ‘Not only were individual animals lost in the group, so were the actual times,’ (2016) based on his findings, this leaves open questions to the data and how effect really is it? Because if an experiment doesn’t have 100% accurate data, this leaves holes in the discoveries. Concluding Staddon’s research, he finishes with ‘If the strength idea is to survive the demise rate as its best measure, something more is needed: a theory about the factors that control operant response.’  Although the theory itself is effective, it still needs data from other opponents of the experiment like time and quantities. 

To conclude my literature review on my findings on different views on Skinner’s Operant conditioning, I have found that, there are different approaches to the experiment and that there is a variety of opinions about it. Although, most of my findings were positive responses of the experiment, there was the negative ideology of the theory from Staddon. Observing the difference in years that these texts were published, it’s noticeable that the opinions vary. Comparing the texts, the texts from more recent years have shown a more negative response to Skinner’s theory rather than earlier texts, showing a much more positive response to Skinner’s theory. The result in this may be because due to the advance in science and experiments, researchers have had a much more vast opportunity to experience a much wider response in this theory, especially in the classroom. After thorough research, I think that Skinner’s Operant Conditioning theory is effective in different ways depending on the situation, both negative and positive views have a very impactful argument and both point of views have backed up their research for these. 



Reflection and Evaluation

After in depth review of literature and reflecting on my critical incident. I believe that operant conditioning is effective subject to the class and individual. Giving the thorough analysis of my literature, looking at a variety of opinions and readings, I believe that operant conditioning is effective. In the situation of the individual and the teacher, the teacher made it clear that there is a rule in place and that the teacher didn’t really have to explain as to why they gave the ‘ticket’. In this scenario, because the teacher didn’t need to give an explanation as to why they were handed a ticket, but instantly knew to redo the work at a much slower rate. What helps with this, is that the teacher knew their students individually and how to deal with their behaviours, to me it was clear that the teacher had that relationship with the class and knew each student. Although I have reviewed literature from different aspects of opinions, some of which disagree with the theory of operant condition and how it used, I believe that operant conditioning is very useful in the classroom, whether it’d positive/negative reinforcement or positive/negative punishment. The way it works is very much dependant on the individual/group, and how resilient they are to the theory. 
Reflecting back onto to my critical incident and how the incident was handled, I think the teacher handled the situation well. Although I would’ve done a few things differently, myself. Firstly, I would acknowledge my students’ personal pages. Considering the context of the class and that this is a provisional primary class, with multiple students with Additional Learning Needs (ALN). Students with a statement of learning needs usually hold a One Page Person (OPP) where it outlines their personalities as well as the strategies to work around their weaknesses in the classroom. Acknowledging OPP’s means that I can get to know students and how to approach their behaviour in class, with strategies for learning to avoid something like this happening in my lesson, in the future. 
Hypothetically, if I was the teacher in this scenario, I don’t think my first initiative would be to give the student something in order for them to redo the task. The ‘Speedway ticket’ has been an attribute to their learning, seeming as the many other peers around knew what the ticket was for. Implementing this and making pupils aware, the students should acknowledge this consequence during any task given. Obviously, in this instance, the pupil did not. 
Looking at Kolb’s Learning Cycle, step four ‘Active Experimentation’ (1984) in particular, I now need to put what I have learnt into my own practice. Because the instructions were verbally presented to the class, I think the student would have benefitted from having written instructions down on a piece of paper for them to refer to. I noticed that when I tried verbally to reiterate the instructions, this didn’t change the behaviour of the individual. Whereas, because the class had a lower age reading skill, it would’ve been useful to use colours as well. Considering a bar graph is a visual task, weaving in colour and broken down words could’ve maybe helped the student. Also, in response to Gibb’s Reflective cycle (1988), the sixth paragraph’s purpose is to focus on the ‘action plan’ for the future, again, I would focus on the misperceptions of tasks set. So here, the misinterpretation was that the student thought the task had to be completed one way, whereas the teacher had given a completely different method on how to approach the task. I have to be prepared for any misconceptions like this that may take place in the classroom. Reviewing literature based on the actions taken during this incident now allows me to reflect on how to use Skinner’s Operant Conditioning in scenarios that I may approach during my teaching career.
 



Conclusion

I looked at this specific critical incident because I was fascinated, specifically, at the idea that the student didn’t question the positive punishment but knew instantly what to do when the teacher handed a new work sheet to the student. Overall, from writing this essay, I have learnt more than what I already knew about Skinner’s operant conditioning and how it’s used in the classroom context. I’ve also been able to take a critical incident and analyse its content around theory of operant conditioning, which has given me the opportunity to take note and to assist me with future decisions in the classroom. This also helps me assist my class with becoming ambitious, capable learners. Looking at the Professional Standards for Teaching and Leadership (2018), to enhance the innovation and moving pedagogy forward, the document states ‘The teacher employs an innovative outlook which is exemplified through the controlled and measured development of techniques
and approaches to improve pedagogic outcomes.’ Making sure I can move forward as a professional teacher, I must acknowledge the Professional Standards in my own teaching. Reviewing my critical incident and literature review has allowed me to reflect on the actions taken by both the teacher and student, and how I can use this incident to build my own ways of teaching. Lastly, another one of the Professional Standards to reflect on here is Leadership. An emphasis on Leadership is where ‘The teacher exercises leadership through all aspects of professional practice to support the efforts of others across the school and beyond to fulfil the educational ambitions for Wales.’ (2018) Again, from this critical incident, the point is to make sure the student knows the role of the teacher and the purpose as to why the teacher does or doesn’t tolerate particular behaviour in the classroom.
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