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Introduction 

This assignment will look at the importance of observation of critical incidents to inform our practice as teachers in the 21st Century. Tripp’s critical incident methodology outlines and discusses the importance of observing critical incidents (Tripp, 2011 p. 2). It is outlined in this study that critical incidents appear ‘typical’ rather than ‘critical.’ Critical incidents are significant to consider when participating in our reflective observation at school (Tripp, 2011 p. 8). Critical incidents are personal, and every observer interoperates ‘incidents’ differently. The exploration of critical incidents during this study allows us to describe ‘what’ we observe and link this back to ‘why’ this is important. Critical incident analysis is essential as it allows teachers to navigate challenges in a real-life school context, linking theory to practice (Mohammed, 2016 p. 25-29). However, individuals must ensure a lack of preconceived notions to successfully observe a classroom setting in terms of critical incident analysis. Our previous practice and experiences can conflict with expectations, which may skew how we observe and view critical incidents (Johnson and Golombek, 2002 p. 6). 

During this experience, my role in the classroom was as a passive observer. Throughout this experience, I observed many critical incidents. The incident I have chosen to focus on in this assignment is using music in the classroom. The use of music created structure and controlled the children’s behavior in the classroom. Reflective practice is so important as we learn from our own professional experiences. The emotions, experiences, and actions, shape our responses to children in the classroom.


Role of critical reflection  

It is essential to be reflective within our practice as teachers. Dewey (1933) states that being reflective encourages you to be open-minded, held responsible, and wholehearted in your approach to teaching and learning. This argues that teachers must develop specific skills, such as observation and reasoning, to achieve this effectively (Dewey 1997 p. 9-13). Many reflective practice models structure reflection. One that I have focused on is Kolb (1984). This reflective practice model sets out four stages. The first is the concreate experience, seeing something and observing. The second is reflective observation, thinking, and understanding of what happened. The third is abstract conceptualisation, the ability to understand and learn, and finally, active implementation, putting learning into practice. This structure worked well in the context of the critical incident methodology as it allowed an incident to be reflected on, learned from, and then affect my practice. I want to achieve this during the observation (Dennison, 2010 p. 23-40). Other reflective models focus on different aspects of reflection. Schon’s (1983) model focused on ‘reflection in action’ to ensure reflection is accurate and in the moment, and then ‘reflection on action’. This assumes ‘knowing in action,’ which means that it is assumed that a teacher understands on the spot how to act and respond to an observed incident (Visser, 2010 p. 21-25). All reflective models focus on different elements but have the same focus at the core, to see something in practice and to make changes to your practice from this. Reflective models structure our understanding, so we can choose which models best align with our reflective practice as teachers and leaders. Reflection allows us to review experiences as individuals and learn from daily challenges and positives, alter how we conduct our practice mentally, and deploy those alterations to our day-to-day practice

Reflection is at the forefront of curriculum changes. The curriculum in Wales has now changed to focus on the four purposes, six areas of learning, and cross-curricular responsibilities. The changes have been made to ensure that young people all leave school having completed a broad range of experiences that equips them for a changing world. Experienced-based learning is at its core, which puts teachers responsible for delivering and responding to pupils’ needs to give them experiences to learn (Donaldson, 2015). Therefore, there is now more responsibility put on schools and teachers to make informed decisions about the children’s learning and experiences. Thus, reflection is essential for teachers, their practice, and the children’s learning and development through the new progression steps in the Welsh curriculum (Welsh Government, 2022). Reflection is also at the centre of Professional Standards for new students and Pedagogy. Reflection sits in many areas of professional standards. These include ‘Pedagogy – Influencing,’ which involves reflection on learning of yourself and the students. ‘Professional learning,’ which encourages teachers to continuously learn through their professional experiences, as well as ‘Collaboration – enabling improvement,’ which relies on working with other like-minded teachers to work and reflect (Welsh Government, 2018). These standards ensure that all teachers constantly reflect on each other’s practice and their practice, cementing reflection as an essential part of teaching and providing a starting point for actionable research (Thiel,1999 p. 44-52).




Observation

All school, staff, and pupil information will remain anonymous during this assignment. “The confidential and anonymous treatment of participants’ data is considered the norm for the conduct of research” (BERA, 2018). The observation was also completed in a mixed-gendered English medium school in South Wales, in the Local Authority County of Swansea. The school is two form entry throughout, and classes are separated based on birthday. With the youngest children in one class and the oldest children by birthday in the second class. They are creating fairness for their children rather than grouping them by ability. The school hosted 434 pupils, with 25.9% on free school meals (My Local Schools, 2021), which is just above the average in Wales of 21% (My Local Schools, 2021). 

The observation I will be referring to in my critical incident was completed in a reception class with 25 pupils. The observation was taken in the morning time between 9:00 am and 10:30 am. The space did not have designated seats, and the room was set with specific zones. Children were encouraged to choose the task they wanted to complete independently. These tasks included painting, tuff tray counting, ordering numbers, and snap game. Present in the classroom was one teacher and one teaching assistant. The children had mixed abilities and guided their learning through the classroom zones. During this session, my role as an observer allowed me to see the classroom dynamics unfold.


Critical incident linked to Donaldson’s Four Purposes

During my experience as an observer, many incidents stood out to me as ‘critical.’ A consistent incident that I observed was the use of music in the reception classroom. The classroom was bright and colourful and gave a warm and inviting atmosphere. The children were instructed to choose one of the activities to participate in and allowed an independent choice over what they learned. The children were enjoying, smiling, and a notable increase in volume occurred. The children were allowed to continue at this volume while they completed their challenges, and there was no discipline put in place to control the behaviour of the children. The classroom teacher then began to play the tidy-up song on the screen. Immediately the children began to clean away their work and return to the carpet without instruction. After this, the children reflected on the tasks they completed that morning. The teacher then began to sing the song “time for break, time for break…”. I had not heard the song before, which was unique to my classroom setting. The children immediately stood up, put their coats on, and lined up by the door. The children hummed along with the song, some singing, others following, organising themselves in a straight line by the door. At the song’s end, all children stood up straight and fell silent, and the teacher then opened the door to allow the children to play.  

This critical incident was significant and showed the value of music and expressive arts to teach and embed structure, organisation, and behaviour management. The children could directly respond to a stimulus and complete the correct action with the teacher saying no command, using the medium of song and music. This observation was a significant discovery for me and is why this incident is the focus of my assignment. 

The curriculum in Wales has been reformed, so it is vital as a critical researcher to understand where my critical incident links to the Welsh curriculum. Donaldson’s report ‘Successful Futures’ outlines the curriculum’s key elements. This report changed the curriculum radically and focused on the learning experience, assessment change, and schooling structure (Donaldson, 2016). The four purposes drive the curriculum, areas of learning, and cross-curricular responsibilities (Donaldson, 2015). The incident that I observed in the classroom and above detailed links to several of the four purposes, the one I want to relate it to directly is ‘enterprising and creative contributors who are ready and able to play a full part in life and work’ (Donaldson, 2015). The focus on expressive arts underpins the creative element of my incident as one of the six areas of learning. The use of music in the classroom allows the children to join in and contribute creatively and confidently and also creates an environment where the children are encouraged to be creative independently, which is underpinned in the new curriculum. 


Literature Review

This section will directly link literature to my critical incident. This section will focus on two research areas: learning through conditioning and behaviour management. My critical incident will underpin these fundamental theories, which focus on music as a method of learning and managing behaviour. 

Learning through conditioning is a theory tested and trialled by multiple prominent theorists. The most common types of conditioning are classical and operant conditioning. 
Classical conditioning dates to the original research conducted by Pavlov (1890). Tests were completed on a dog where a neutral stimulus was introduced. The stimulus initially had no response from the dog, but after conditioning, a response from the dog the stimulus automatically triggered a response (Clark, 2004 p. 279-294). This relates directly to the critical incident where the music was a neutral stimulus, and the children had a conditioned response. The process of learning can be broken down into conscious and unconscious learning methods. Classical conditioning reflects unconscious learning, which results in a conditioned response (Rehman et al., 2022). The continuous and repetitive introduction of a stimulus will eventually trigger an unconditioned response. During this observed incident, a reward was involved in the task that could have impacted the response. A response cannot be genuinely conditioned unless it occurs without a reward or punishment. During the observed critical incident, the children were allowed to play once they had completed the task. Instead of Classical conditioning could be an example of Operant conditioning tested by Skinner (Pollard, 2014 p. 33-35).

Skinner suggested that a response would be learned and be triggered by a reward or a consequence. It is suggested that all animals and humans are guided and learn through the consequences they receive, which is at the root of operant conditioning (Pollard, 2014 p. 33-35). Skinner also argues that behaviour is influenced by stimuli in the environment. This emphasises the importance of creating a learning environment that is creative and colourful and creates a safe space that can elicit a response from the children (O’Donohue and Ferguson, 2012 p. 73-101). Skinner also argues that the schedule of reinforcement plays a factor in response to the stimuli. In this case, the stimuli were provided daily, and at the same time of day, this plays a part in the children’s conditioning and response to the stimulus (O’Donohue and Ferguson, 2012 p. 73-101). This dramatically impacts the children’s ability to learn from the stimuli. Many teachers receive criticism for lack of repetition and positive reinforcement that would result in quicker and long-term learning for students through operant conditioning. 

Despite the evidence provided by both these theorists, there is still contention and controversy in the accuracy of their conclusions. Both Skinner and Pavlov’s work was completed on animals, so the conclusions they drew may not apply to human behavior, which we need to consider. Over the years, more research has focused on social learning theories as a basis for analysing children’s behaviour. Bandura commented on how favourable behaviour can be copied or modelled based on the observation of others rather than the intrinsic learning of the behaviour themselves (Bandura, 1971 p. 22-49). Only repetition allows children to remember something that they can copy. The core criticisms of these theorists lie in social culture theory and constructivism. Constructivism focuses on the concept that learners construct knowledge for themselves and that learning is a specific and unique process (Hein, 1991). Skinner and Pavlov outline a straightforward method of learning. In contrast, constructivist theory suggests that the link between a stimulus and a response is not always straightforward and that every learner is unique.

Social constructivist theorists such as Piaget and Vygotsky construct different ideas surrounding the psychology of learning, outlining a more complex and personal process than that of Skinner and Pavlov. Piaget’s (1961 cited in Pollard, 2014 p. 37-38) core theories focus on learning from physical experiences and social interactions. Children have various learning experiences and social interactions at school. These are very individual to the child. These experiences develop with age and are not constructed by teachers mealy facilitated by the environment. This contradicts conditioning theory, suggesting that learning and experiences are not taught or conditioned but learned individually. Vygotsky (1978 cited in Pollard, 2014 p. 39-41) is another core theorist in the constructivist field of research. Vygotsky’s research underpins elements of modern teaching and believes that children’s learning begins a long time before they go to school. Children construct preconceived notions, and development is considered an internal process for each child. In the schooling environment, peers play a significant influence, and how children interact with both the environment and people has an impact. (Pollard, 2014 p. 191-193). These theories contradict conditioning theories as they outline learning as individual and internal rather than taught and structured. 

Today theories focused on individual learning and experience are becoming more prevalent in modern teaching. The concept that the child develops at their own pace and independently is critical, and a tailored approach must be taken. Now theories such as conditioning and learning theory are being questioned more than ever. During the new curriculum development, children and experiences have been put at the forefront (Successful futures, 2015). All these theories are relevant in a modern classroom and understanding various approaches to learning is more important now than ever. This is in line with constructivist views, but the focus needs to be on creating a positive and equal learning environment for the children to learn and develop structure. This could be supported by an influence and understanding of classical and operant conditioning.




Behaviour management starts by understanding a pupil's actions and behaviours. Each child is unique, and understanding or categorising children makes this challenging. Some social theorists attempt to categorise children to understand better and manage them (Lewis, 2014 pg 16-18). Behaviour management was a strong focus throughout the observed critical incident, and the theory behind behaviour management is vast. There has always been discussion and will continue to be interpretations on how you should manage children's behavior and the right way to do this. Van Lier (2004) commented that children who are disruptive in classrooms are at a high risk of adverse outcomes, not just in school but in life outside of the classroom (Van Lier et al., 2004, p. 467-478). This is a strong statement but articulates the magnitude and importance of behaviour management in the classroom from a young age. 

Behavior management research focuses on understanding how to engage with pupils and manage adverse behaviour. Not only does adverse behaviour increase classroom stress, but it also causes massive disruptions to learning (Parsonson, 2012 p. 16-23). Doyle (1986) states that classroom management has two primary purposes, the first is to create a calm environment to learn, and the second contributes to social and moral development, with a focus socially rather than academically (Postholm, 2013 p. 389-402). If this is the case, you could argue that classroom management gets in the way of social development, as children are restrained by rules and tasks rather than being able to create bonds and experience real life socially in a space at school. Parson (2012) focused on the critical elements of classroom management being repetition, preplanning, consistency, and equality (Parsonson, 2012 p. 16-23). Equality in terms of classroom management on paper sounds like something essential. However, in reality, some children have many external factors that impact their learning, so behaviour management for those children needs to be tailored. This puts many children at an educational disadvantage, and inequalities can deepen in school if not managed correctly (Ball, 2003, cited in Pollard, 2014 p. 124-127). This causes controversy in research as to how do you maintain equality in learning and ensure every child grows up in an environment that feels safe and secure and is managed for their individual needs. 

It links back to the importance of schools and the school environment's impact. There is evidence, as well as external factors playing a significant impact on children's behaviour, that schools make a big difference in behaviour. Research shows that schools that lack confidence when dealing with challenging behaviour experience higher levels of exclusion and problems (Watkins, 2011 cited in Pollard, 2014 p. 167-169). This shows that teachers and schools can play a massive part in managing behaviour. Some theorists claim that for behaviour management to be successful, you must start with the quality of the teacher-student relationship. This has a crucial influence on why children may not behave in the first place, and it is essential to look at the root cause of bad behaviour and how to manage it (Alderman and Green, 2011 p. 39-44). Behaviour can also be altered by rewards and consequences, directly relating to Skinner's operant conditioning theory.

Rewards and consequences can also impact behaviour. Which directly relates to Skinner's theory of operant conditioning. This ensures good behaviour by catching children when they are being good and rewarding that behaviour rather than punishing bad behaviour. Modelling and setting the standard for good behaviour can be a method of behaviour management that links the two core theories.

In conclusion, behaviour management can be looked at from many different angles, the perspective of the student (individual), the perspective of the class (as a unit), the perspective of the school environment, and the perspective of the teacher. All these can impact behaviour, and there is continued debate in the literature about which is a priority over the other. It is essential as a reflective teacher to consider all of the above and how it impacts your classroom. 


Reflection

Firstly, the discussion of conditioning compared to social learning constructivist theory. These two research areas provide a well-rounded view of all the elements you need to consider as a teacher to encourage learning in the classroom. Modern teaching focuses on more of an individual standpoint, so this is something that I will work on during my experience as a teacher. It is essential that teachers consider taking a varied approach, as all of the theories alone do not create a well-rounded learning experience. Many elements need to be considered, so taking various approaches to teaching and learning allows the children to experience things individually. When looking at the observed critical incident, it is crucial to understand that the musical element of the conditioning may have worked only for some days for all children, so incorporating this and using various methods could be more effective for every individual. The musical element also creates a positive learning environment and encourages expression through learning. Again this may not be something that each learner feels confident with, and this needs to be considered. 

Throughout research in the literature review, there was a focus on reward and punishment. During my observed critical incident, I saw how the children were rewarded but not punished, as all the children followed the instructions. It would be helpful to observe an incident where punishment was used to create a well-rounded view of this success in the classroom environment. 

As well as focusing on research surrounding children’s learning, the second focus element was behaviour management. The research that was carried out outlined that behaviour management is a vast and exciting topic, and I want to explore this more in my practice. I would suggest all teachers could look at taking an individual and varied approach when it comes to behaviour management. This ensures that every child gets what they need through their schooling experience. Despite this being time-consuming and changing on a class-to-class basis, from the research I explored, it is a crucial topic to consider when teaching. I will learn from the research elements and apply a varied and individual approach to my teaching and learning.


Conclusion 

In conclusion, the experience of being an observer in a classroom has given me the experience to learn and discuss many fundamental theories that will inform my teaching experience. The approach taken as an observer in the classroom allowed me to explore and experience a variety of incidents, see children’s social skills, and interact with staff and their responses to learning styles, which will all inform my practice. The ability to see, assess, discuss, reflect and act on teaching practice enables me to make informed future decisions as a teacher (Zwozdiak – Myers, 2012 p. 3-14). 

The use of music is something I want to incorporate into my teaching style. However, through research, I think it is essential to understand each child’s needs to create a learning environment that suits them rather than doing something because it is what I find comfortable and engaging. This approach will inform my learning as a teacher and encourage me to continually reflect on my practice to ensure that my teaching suits the class specifically. The focus on behaviour management from various angles also gives me insight into how my work in the school and that environment can play a massive factor in children’s behaviour. This puts onerous on the teacher and encourages me to contribute positively to every school environment where I teach. This encourages me to be a reflective practitioner in Wales and continue to develop my skills and resources in line with the pedagogical principles, specifically ‘Professional Learning’ outlined in the Welsh professional standard (Welsh Government, 2018). This gives me the drive and focuses on developing professionally continually, and core research principles outline the focus points for my future as a reflective practitioner in Wales.
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