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Introduction 

The following assignment aims to use Tripp's (1993) critical incident approach to evaluate and critically analyse the critical incident observed in the classroom environment in school X. This theory was developed by David Tripp in 1993. Alongside using Tripp’s theory, this essay will also emphasise linking the observed critical incident to more relevant learning theories as well as the Curriculum for Wales 2022. To being, this essay will define the importance of the critical incident and then will explain how the critical incident will be linked to relevant literature based on the current research. The case study will be explained in detail based on the critical incident observed in the classroom. Following the literature review, a great emphasis will be placed on discussing the different teaching and learning methods that could be adopted in the classroom, which could help and support child A with the learning and progression and identify the next teaching and learning steps for child A. Finally, the discussion will be drawn to a conclusion and recommendations on what needs to be done differently in the future to support child A. 

School and classroom context 

It is significantly important that confidentiality and anonymity are considered when observing and undertaking any research ( British Educational Research Association (BERA), 2018). Following the 2018 British Educational Research Association Guidelines (BERA), the confidentiality and anonymity of critical incident observed in school X will remain anonymous and confidential. This means that the school, location, staff as well and pupils observed will remain completely confidential and will not be released under any circumstances in this essay. 

The critical incident observed took place in a classroom of 31 pupils, among those 16 were girls and 14 were boys in year 5. The classroom is mixed ability and includes 4 pupils with Additional Learning Needs (ALN). Additionally, there is a teacher assistant as well as one-to-one support for child A in this year 5 class. 

The observed critical incident took place in one of the mixed-gender, English-medium schools in Swansea. According to My Local School (2022), the school has 475 pupils on roll from nursery age up to year 6. It is important to mention that 36.3% of those pupils are identified as having Additional Learning Needs (ALN), which is above the national average (Estyn, 2023). Furthermore, 4.8% of those pupils speak English as a second language, however, none of the pupils speak the Welsh language at home (Estyn, 2023). The latest (Estyn, 2023) report indicated that overall pupils have developed and made strong progress within their learning and especially with their oracy. It is also important to draw the emphasis on pupils with additional learning needs (ALN), as most of them developed and progressed toward their individual learning goals (Estyn, 2023).    

What is a critical incident? 

Tripp (2012) points out that critical incident result from the way that individuals look at the situation. Therefore, he defines a critical incident as “an interpretation of the significance of an event” (Tripp, 2012, p. 8). Therefore, critical incident is to take something as a judgement and the values an individual makes based on the significance and the way that individual gives meaning to the incident (Tripp, 2012). Brock (2015) added to this by stating that a critical incident focuses on a particular incident, circumstance, event, experience, activity, or problem that has occurred. However, it is significantly important to state that critical incident can be both positive and negative (Lantz-Deaton & Golubeva, 2020).

What is reflective practice? 

Reflective practice is an essential tool for teachers as it helps them reflect on their learning, learn from their professional experiences, and reflect on what could be improved (Mathew, et al., 2017). Suphasri & Chinokul (2021, p. 237) added to that by stating that reflective practice is an important factor which brings “change to two main areas of teachers’ professional life, namely, teacher identity and teacher quality.” Therefore, it can be included here that reflective practice is one of the ways that teachers can look back and check what went well and what needs to be improved and done next to develop and make improvements in their practice.

Literature

To begin, it seems important to first explain what is meant by rewards. Rewards are defined as an effective method used by many people to help and support the children around them to improve their behaviour, learning and achievement (Welsh Government, 2012). They are also used to motivate children with positive behaviour and achievement, and they are widely used across schools and educational settings (Lambrechts, et al., 2020). It is important to mention that rewards are widely used by class teachers and schools overall to celebrate children’s achievements, motivate them to do better and improve their learning outcomes (Skipp & Hopwood, 2017). The following literature will reflect on the critical incident observed on the effectiveness of rewards for a child A with Autism Spectrum Condition (ASC). Through research, rewards are working for most children including children with ASC however, research by Lambrechts et al. (2020) shows that even though rewards are used for children with ASC, it is unclear to what standard that rewards can support them and remain desirable. Therefore, this shows that it is not clear whether it can effectively support ASC children with learning and progression. However, Cooper (2014) stated that rewards can be used to influence motivation in children. Jacklin & Farr (2005, cited in Murray, 2015, p. 72) support this by stating that “computers can also be highly motivational for [children] with autism”.

Moreover, it seems important to point out that the type of rewards used for child A observed in school X were extrinsic rewards, wherein child A was allowed to have 5 minutes on the laptop as the reward for completing their work. Extrinsic rewards mean having a physical object (Munir, et al., 2016), and this extrinsic reward helped child A observed with ASC to be motivated and complete the work given to gain the reward. Research shows that to keep children with autism motivated, an “interesting finding is that participants often report that extrinsic rewards are useful for keeping them engaged” (Wolters & Benzon, 2013, cited in Constantin et al., 2017, p. 1). This is also aligned with the research undertaken by Ghosn et al. (2023), which states that extrinsic reward “token system, may improve the task performance of autistic children without needing to reduce the complexity or difficulty of the task.” This is clearly shown in the critical incident observed in school X, wherein child A was motivated to complete their work to use the laptop as the reward. 

Furthermore, research has shown that children with ASC “do prefer technologies with embedded extrinsic rewards” (Constantin, et al., 2017, p. 14). Therefore, it is significant to allow children with ASC to choose the rewards that they are comfortable with and that best motivate them (Constantin, et al., 2017). It has been highlighted by Marchi et al. (2018) that the learning system can also include computerised rewards, which could increase the amount of interest and drive children with ASC to do the work. For these reasons, a lot of ICT programmes are being created specifically to teach people with ASC a range of abilities. It can be included here that child A has benefited from the use of a laptop as a reward in school and this has resulted in child A completing the class work as well as improvement in behaviour. Therefore, using a computer or digital technology aids children with ASC to enjoy and be more engaged in their work and progression (Valencia, et al., 2019).  On the other hand, it is important to mention that there is very limited research on whether rewards help, support, and motivate children with ASC to complete the task and improve their academic performance. As research by Lambrechts et al. (2020) shows that it is not certain how rewards can be supportive for children with ASC learning and progression.   

Moreover, the critical incident observed can be linked to Skinner’s theory of Operant Conditioning, he believed that children learn by the effectiveness of rewards (Pritchard, 2014). Skinner also believed that “individuals are not passive but active learners whose behaviour is shaped and maintained by rewards or punishment” (Gray & Macblain, 2015, p. 56). This supports the critical incident observed with child A as they were motivated and more active within the learning once a laptop was mentioned to be provided as the reward for completing the task/work. This could be linked to Skinner’s theory wherein he believed that children should be rewarded for their good work and teachers should “give a reward to 
encourage and motivate” the pupils to learn and develop (Krishanan, 2014, p. 682).

The critical incident observed in school X could be linked to the four purposes of Donaldson’s review of “Successful Futures” (Donaldson, 2015). The link could be to ‘Ambitious, Capable learners who use digital technologies creatively’ (Donaldson, 2015, p. 31). This was noted with child A, who used the laptop creatively to fulfil their needs, celebrate their achievement and be motivated to begin the task. Additionally, although child A had difficulty starting the task, using the laptop as a reward helped, encouraged, and supported child A to get on tasks and develop their academic performance. Moreover, a link can also be made to ‘healthy, confident individuals who are building their mental and emotional well-being by developing confidence, resilience, and empathy’ (Donaldson, 2015, p. 30). This was observed in child A to fulfil their needs and emotional well-being using a laptop, which resulted in child A remaining calm and being able to concentrate on the task. 

Case study 

Child A is nine years old and has been diagnosed with mild ASC. Child A attends mainstream school and finds it very challenging to communicate as child A is mainly non-verbal and does not respond to pupils or the class teacher very often; as child A has very limited communication skills, the responses that the class teacher and other pupils often get from child A is one word only. Child A never starts a conversation with any of the pupils or class teacher and hardly ever makes eye contact with pupils and adults around them. As a result of child A being unable to communicate effectively with pupils in the class, child A would not work alongside or in a team with other pupils and, therefore, receive one-to-one support in the classroom. This helps child A to work at their own pace and get the support needed. The one-to-one support also supports child A with their learning and emotional well-being. Child A is bright and independent when it comes to undertaking and completing the daily work with the support of their one-to-one key worker. Child A is conditioned to receive a laptop as a reward for completing the daily tasks and, therefore, is keen to start the task once it is given. The reward is to play desirable games on the laptop which they love. It was noticed that child A tried to complete the work quickly to receive the reward. However, although child A tried to complete the task quickly and rushed through the work, it was completed accurately and successfully. Mathematics is one of the areas of learning and development that child A enjoys taking part in; even though some of the questions were very challenging, child A took their time to work out the answers. Although when they were trying to complete the maths task child A was disengaged on a few occasions due to having too many questions to complete, they were reminded by the one-to-one that once they tried to complete all of the questions, he/she would be able to go on the laptop (the desired reward) and play the desired activity or game. This motivated child A and encouraged him/her to complete the maths task successfully. It is essential to mention that the reward (use of a laptop) worked very well for child A and played an important part in their learning process as it motivated and encouraged child A to stay on task for a longer period and complete the work. The laptop reward system has not only motivated child A but has also provided an opportunity for child A to engage more within the learning environment and educational activities that were tailored to child A’s needs and interests. It can also be said that this showed child A’s development and progression in learning. 

Overall, this could be linked to Pavlov's theory of Classical Conditioning (Gray & Macblain, 2015). His theory emphasises how an individual learns that learning occurs through repetition and reinforcement and that individuals learn through conditioning (Bates, 2015). This supports the critical incident observed in school X, where child A has learned that they can only get the reward (use of a laptop) by completing the tasks during the learning. Pavlov “concluded that once learned, associations are difficult to erase” (Gray & Macblain, 2015, p. 50). In terms of child A, they need to be consistently rewarded for being motivated to learn and complete the task. However, it seems important to mention that this could affect Child A learning, especially when the reward is not present. Child A would, therefore, refuse to do the work, learn, or make progress. However, as pointed out by Hattie (2012, p. 93), “more often than not, when pupils do not learn, they do not need ‘more;’ rather, they need ‘different’”. Regarding this, the following will explain the different teaching and learning methods that could be used instead of rewards to support child A learning and progression. 

Teaching and learning methods 

It is significantly important that teaching and learning methods are implemented and tailored to children’s needs to support them in their learning. It is vital to remember that every child with ASC is uniquely different, and the strategies that might work for one child may not be as effective for another. According to Murray (2015, p. 69), ASC can “affect each person differently and presents with varying degrees of severity.” This is related to child A observation, as rewards work for them but may not work for another child with autism. It is vitally important that learning is structured for children with ASC needs, which supports them with their learning and moves them forward to achieve success with their learning (Howard, et al., 2017). Therefore, many different strategies could be implemented and adopted for child A observed in school X.  

One of the strategies that could be implemented for child A with autism observed in school X may include visual aids, visual schedules, visual cues, and a laptop to support the child with their learning and progress. Here, it can be said that the focus of visual aids will be emphasised on using a laptop to support individual learning. Research by Murray (2015, p. 72) indicates that most children with ASC are visual learners and “typically respond well to using computers and iPads.” This can be linked to the critical incident observed, as child A was interested and performed well in learning when the laptop was given to him/her as a reward. Additionally, it is essential to point out that research by Murray (2015) shows that using technology and digital devices as learning tools can hugely impact the academic performance of children with ASC. The benefit of using computers as visual learning devices and its effectiveness was noted by a class teacher for children with ASC in the study conducted by (Jacklin and Farr, 2005, cited in Murray, 2015). Moreover, research by Valencia et al. (2019, p. 7) highlighted that Children “with autism show a natural affinity for technology and a good disposition for using technology and learning through the use of computers.” Research has also shown the importance of using laptops/computers for children with autism and therefore, places emphasis on educational software. E-learning software is designed to support and help children with autism with their daily learning and life skills (Biju, et al., 2013). The program consists of “pictures and text that serve as a walkthrough for activities which keeps the student sufﬁciently occupied for long periods” (Biju, et al., 2013, p. 404). Research by Biju et al. (2013) shows that most of the teaching methods require an individual to pay attention and concentrate “since [pupils] with autism are more prone to distraction, lack of motivation and other behavioural difﬁculties than [pupils] who do not have autism” (Biju, et al., 2013, p. 404). The use of laptops/computers has also been shown to allow and increase the ability of children with autism to learn vocabulary and boost their motivation and interests (Moore and Calver, cited in Biju, et al., 2013). Moreover, the visual learning methods might work for child A as he/she is accustomed to using a laptop as the reward for getting on task. However, although research by Trembath et al. (2015) shows that some children with autism may benefit from the visual learning style approach, it does not mean that these children are visual learners and that it may not work for every child with autism.  

Another method of teaching and learning that could be implemented to support child A best observed in school X includes more structured teaching methods. Structured teaching is important for children with autism. Therefore, creating structured, predictable teaching and maintaining routines for child A may help to reduce their anxiety and make them more motivated to learn (Howley, 2015). Structured teaching means teaching and displaying equipment, “resources, and general surroundings to add meaning and context to the environment” (Suprihatin & Tarjiah, 2019, p. 286). This may support children with autism in being less stressed within their learning environment. This is supported by Mesibov and Shea (2010, cited in Howley, 2015, p. 110), wherein they state that structured teaching “promotes engagement and reduces confusion and distress”. Research by Mesibov et al (2005, cited in Howley, 2015, p. 106) illuminated that the children with “autism ‘responded better’ to structured sessions than unstructured”. Therefore, adopting a new strategy of learning and informing child A what is happening in the classroom for the rest of the day will help the child to have a better understanding of what the child would be doing, learning and expect to happen, this may include a visual timetable of the day. Furthermore, by having a scheduled timetable in place and routines have shown to be effective in assisting children with autism to stay on task and independently move between the tasks (Howley, 2015; Hume, Plavnick, & Odom, 2012; Hume & Reynolds, 2010; Mesibov et al., 2016, cited in Carrington, et al., 2021). Moreover, a more organised and predictable learning environment will support children with autism to become more independent and comfortable (Suprihatin & Tarjiah, 2019). Research shows that structured teaching provides children with autism to develop and facilitates their learning “in particular ‘meaningful access to all aspects” (Mesibov and Howley, 2003, cited in Howley, 2015, p. 108). It can be concluded here that structured teaching helps children to be less stressed can as know what to expect for the day and allow the learning to be smoother. 

Discussion 

Through researching different teaching and learning methods it became apparent that the visual aids use of a laptop and structured teaching would be the most effective teaching and learning strategies to be used for child A. Research shows that the use of a laptop has been highlighted as significantly beneficial in supporting children with autism’s learning and development (Ntalindwa, et al., 2019). Therefore, based on the critical incident observed it can be said that using a laptop/computer for child A in developing his/her learning further is significant as child A is more motivated and engaged in learning when a laptop was given to child A as a reward. Additionally, there are many different research that indicate how children with autism can develop different life skills and improve their learning using a laptop/computer (Alzrayer & Banda, 2017; Carter & Hyde, 2015; Carter, Williams, Hodgins, & Lehman, 2014; Hong, Gilbert, Abowd, & Arriaga, 2015; Kranak, Alber-Morgan, & Sawyer, 2017; Love, 2018; Morgan, 2018; O'Malley, Lewis, Donehower, & Stone, 2014, cited in Arslan, et al., 2022). Vallefuoco et al. (cited in Valencia, et al., 2019, p. 23) support this by stating that there are “serious games that focused on improving math skills in children with [ASC].” Romero (2017) added to that by pointing out that by using computer interventions, children with autism can develop and recognise their emotions. Furthermore, research indicates the importance of using laptops and technology overall for children with autism and that it supports them in many ways, including “learning, staying organised, communicating, increasing social opportunities, and reducing stress” (Hedges, et al., 2018, p. 75). In addition to that, research stresses that the laptop does not only support children with autism with their learning, but it also allows “independence throughout the school day” (Hedges, et al., 2018, p. 75). It can be concluded here that the use of a laptop/computer by children with autism not only supports them with their learning process but also supports them in learning life skills and being more independent and it helps those children to “relieve their anxiety and stress” (Hedges, et al., 2018, p. 75). 

Following the literature above, it can be stated that structured teaching methods are significant for children with autism, and this strategy is effective for child A. Therefore, having a structured teaching strategy as one of the teaching and learning methods can help children with autism with their learning. Research indicates that structured teaching and an organised environment are crucial for children with autism in helping them to become successful, and it also “helps to decrease anxiety, reduce overstimulation, limit distractions, and encourage independence” (Mesibov et al., 2004, cited in Kliemann, 2014, p. 5). Therefore, by implementing this strategy in the classroom, child A may feel less anxious and ready to learn in a calm environment. Research also indicates that having a routine and visual timetable in place supports children with autism in getting into the task more easily as they are aware of what is happening in their environment and expect what is coming up (Macdonald, et al., 2018). Children with autism find it challenging to stay on-task, and they find it difficult to be involved and transition between one task/activity to another, which leads them to be stressed and anxious (Macdonald, et al., 2018). Overall, by implementing the structured teaching strategy, children with autism can have a better understanding of what is happening, be less stressed, and be willing to learn and get on with the task. It can be stated here that implementing this strategy in the classroom will help child A to have a better experience of learning. 

Conclusion and Recommendation 

To conclude, this essay has successfully defined what is meant by the critical incident and gained knowledge and understanding of the critical incident observed and what it means in the context. The essay has also discussed and explained the current literature, and a link was made to relevant research. The link was made to Skinner and Pavlov’s theory and Donaldson’s Four Purposes within the Curriculum for Wales 2022. Through researching literature on the effectiveness of rewards for children with Autism it is beneficial for many children, and, in the case of child A, it is effective as a reward to support them to get motivated in completing the task. However, it seems necessary to highlight that the reward system may not work and be effective for every autistic child. Following the literature review, the case study was thoroughly discussed. Based on the case study, different teaching and learning methods were explained and evaluated, which could be adapted to support child A with his/her learning and progression. This essay has also explained where the critical incident observed took place and has placed great emphasis on anonymity as well as confidentiality following the 2018 British Educational Research Association.  

Through researching different teaching and learning methods it can be recommended that visual aid of using a laptop could be considered as one of the most effective teaching strategies to be used in supporting child A. What can be stated here is that this strategy is very similar to the strategy used for child A (providing 5 minutes of laptop after completing a task), however, the aim of this strategy will be to use the laptop as the learning tool instead of playing games or desirable activities. This could also mean that child A would not have to adapt to a new strategy but to build on the previous strategy used to get child A motivated to learn and complete tasks while using the laptop for the learning process and as the learning tool. 
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Appendix 

OBSERVATION / FIELD NOTES


	Date and time, year group: Tuesday 10th of October 2023 at 10 am, Year 5


	Where and When: Context of the observation – subject/AOLE, general classroom context

Halfway through the first lesson: a reward was provided to child A with Autism Spectrum Condition to encourage and motivate the child to complete the task.


	What happened: a detailed description of the critical incident (the more detail the better to refer to in your later work)

Child A lost motivation while trying to undertake a mathematical task. Child A is diagnosed with Autism Spectrum Condition and, therefore, can easily get distracted and disengaged from any tasks that the class is undertaking. His/her one-on-one told child A that once you have completed the task, you can go on the laptop (the laptop was provided to child A as a reward to motivate the child to engage with the tasks). Therefore, child A decided to complete the task as quickly as he/she could be given a laptop and do the desired activity or games. 


	Areas of possible exploration: what do you think could be” under the hood” in these incidents? What avenues of research could you consider?

What could be under the hood:

· Child A easily gets distracted as he/she is diagnosed with Autism Spectrum Condition. 

What avenues of research could you consider:
· Looking at different theories including Skinner and Pavlov 
· Study on how rewards can be effective for children with Autism Spectrum Condition. 
· Different learning and teaching methods 
· 

	Notes: any details you can note (is it a busy environment, is it after lunch, are there lots of distractions, are directions made explicit - the more you can refer to the better here)

· Large and busy class of 31 pupils. 
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