
TITLE
A critical evaluation and the identification of next teaching and learning steps focusing on a case study of an individual learner or a group of learners, based on an observed critical incident. 


INTRODUCTION


This assignment is a critical evaluation of a case study that has been formed following the observation of a Reception Year class over two mornings of a two-day period. During the observation four critical incidents were identified and one was chosen as the case study. The analysis of Critical Incident 4 (see appendix 4) led to research Autistic Spectrum Condition (ASC) in the context of primary education. The research covered theory, interventions, government policy and guidelines resulting in the identification of next teaching and learning steps relevant to the situation identified in the critical incident.

In the context of reflective practice in teaching, critical incidents are used to highlight and explore aspects of practice by challenging methods, beliefs, viewpoints, misunderstandings and bias, allowing the development of a teacher’s practice. Brookfield (1998) explains that becoming aware of assumptions is like trying to look at the back of your head while looking in the mirror. To continue with the mirror analogy, perhaps the use of a critical incident in reflective practice is like the use of the barber’s mirror to actually see the back of the head.

Tripp (2012) suggests that the use of critical incidents leads to the development of professional judgment by applying theory, research and experience to justify decisions. It is this professional judgement we are looking to develop as student teachers. The following chapters explore the critical incident itself, the observation context, methodology, research and evaluation.

OBSERVATION

School & Class context 

The observations were recorded in a primary school that includes a nursery. It is located in an urban area, has approximately five hundred children and is made up of eighteen individual classes. Approximately one third of pupils are eligible for free school meals. The average for Wales is about one fifth. The school also has approximately a third of pupils with additional learning needs. The observations were in a reception class in the foundation phase where the children are four to five years old. The observations were recorded in the fifth week of term following five months of closure due to the coronavirus outbreak.

The Ethical Guidelines for Educational Research (2018) from the British Educational Research Association (BERA) have been followed while undertaking this research, regarding the anonymity of the school and participants.


Methodology 

The method of research used in the assignment is that of a case study. A case study allows us to study a group or an individual, allowing us to see a situation which we can then analyse. In educational research there is much discussion about the variation in nature of what the definition of a case study might be (Bassey, 1999). Hitchcock and Hughes (1995, cited in Cohen et Al, 2007, p.290) list some of the features of a case study as having a rich and vivid description; a chronological narrative; a mix of description and analysis; a focus on an individual or group and a focus on relevant events.

In an attempt to place the research carried out for this assignment within the broader context of educational research, it could be suggested that the methodology comes from both critical and complexity theories. Largely because it deals with reflective practice; application of theory in real life situations in order to create change; and the role of teacher-as-researcher (Cohen et al. 2007).

The case study began with the observation of critical incidents. According to Tripp (2012) a critical incident is not just an event that has happened, it need not be dramatic or out of the ordinary but is made critical by the way we look at it. He says, “a critical incident is an interpretation of the significance of an event” (Tripp, 2012, p.8).

Through the use of critical incidents, and meaningful reflection, teachers can analyse what they are doing and why. Tripp (2012) explains that for experienced teachers, who use their professional intuition on a day-to-day basis, there is a need to understand why they make certain decisions in order to gain an understanding of their working methods. This, in turn, should increase their effectiveness. Brookfield (2017) suggests the use of critical incidents in self-reflective practice can challenge prejudice or misconceptions, identify new areas for learning and lead to greater engagement. 

For the student-teacher, the use of critical incidents provides a springboard into classroom observation and an introduction into reflective practice that makes the connections between theories, pedagogy and classroom practice. McGarr & McCormack (2016) warn that there is a danger for the student that their reflection can be superficial and reinforce pre-existing beliefs. However, they also recognise that there is great value for the student if they are helped by their tutors to challenge their initial responses and engage in deeper reflection.

The primary source of data collection for the case study is from observation. Kumar (2014) suggests that observation is the best approach to collecting data where there is very active interaction between participants and when the focus is on behaviour. Kumar (2014) and Cohen et al. (2007) highlight two types of observation: participant and non-participant. In this case study the researcher is a non-participant observer. This means it is possible to watch and study with little or no interference allowing the class to continue in its normal routine. This, hopefully, allows the witness of genuine interaction and detail. However, it could be argued, that this is still not a natural condition as the very presence of an additional body in the room could lead to distraction in the class, both for the teacher and children, and so not be a true reflection of the everyday. Kumar (2014) refers to this as the Hawthorne effect.

The observations were recorded in field notes in a structured format from Fletcher Wood (2016) that were worked up into a more detailed account as soon as possible. The description of events is clearly qualitative rather than quantitative as it has no measurement, categorisation or scoring but relies on the narrative of the observer as things happen. Kumar (2014) suggests that the disadvantages of this method could be that too much information is recorded; that it is possible to miss something while recording notes and it could be too generalised, subjective or biased. The observer is only viewing a brief moment in time and so the full context might not be fully understood, such as, the history of relationships in the class.



Critical incident linked to Donaldson’s Four Purposes 
The critical incident was observed in the middle of a fifteen-minute Welsh language class. The class of twenty-six children were sitting on the carpet facing the teacher. When teaching ‘ga i’, meaning ‘can I have’ the teacher started using examples and, humourously, started using the pupils’ names, pointing to them, ‘Ga i Owen’, ‘Ga i Bethan’, (not their real names) which the pupils found funny. Continuing, the teacher addressed Child A in the same way, at which, Child A stood up and walked out to the teacher. The teacher told Child A to sit back down which left Child A confused. Child A had previously been identified as having Autistic Spectrum Condition (ASC). Unlike the other children, Child A had taken the command literally and did not understand the humour and fun that the other children were sharing. 

Child A clearly understood what the translation of the question was, so there was no issue with the learning or understanding. Despite seeing how the other children were responding – by giggling and not getting up – Child A stood up and walked towards the teacher, following the command literally. Child A did not see the humorous nature of the teacher’s interaction with the children and was slightly confused when being asked to sit back down, as if they had possibly done something wrong or maybe had not understood properly. The other children were still finding it all fun, which Child A couldn’t see.

Using one of Tripp’s (2012) methods of interpretation, diagnostic teaching, we can attempt to find out what is actually going on. The symptoms presented are as follows: the action of getting up, not picking up social cues and confusion. Therefore, we can suggest that a diagnosis might be that there is an issue with communication and interpretation of meaning. The researcher was reminded from reviewing the field notes that the child had been identified as having ASC. This led to research in the following areas in order to identify the next teaching and learning steps: what autistic spectrum condition is and what are its traits; the well-being of children with ASC; and what strategies are put in place to support children with ASC. 

In Successful Futures (Donaldson, 2015) it can be seen that the purposes of the new curriculum for Wales are holistic in their approach. They encompass all aspects of the learner and are inclusive in their nature. It is the role of the school and teacher in the development of the new curriculum that specific additional learning needs are considered. For example, considering the child in the critical incident, in order to become ‘a healthy, confident individual’ the curriculum and pedagogy must be designed to build on their mental and emotional well-being, giving them confidence, creating meaningful positive relationships that will equip them with the skills they will need in life. The curriculum must also be designed so that they become ‘ambitious, capable learners’ who have the skills to communicate to the best of their ability. The level of this will vary from child to child but the key phrases are ‘ambitious and capable’ and ‘best of their ability’.

Donaldson (2015) states that the four purposes apply to all children and that pedagogical approaches should be developed to match their specific learning needs. He acknowledges the variation in rates of progression. One of the recommendations is that:

All children and young people should make progress along the same continuum, regardless of any additional learning needs they may have, although they may reach and move between Progression Steps more slowly or more quickly than others.

(Donaldson, 2015, p.115)

Referring back to the critical incident, as well as considering the child themselves, we can also consider the child’s peers. Looking at another of the four purposes, they must become ‘ethical, informed citizens’ who are understanding, helpful and considerate, respecting the needs and rights of others. As part of their education they must become aware of differences in behaviour, what is acceptable and what is not, and develop an understanding of why this is. This inclusive approach is a key aspect in developing the new curriculum for Wales, with learner at the heart of the process.



LITERATURE REVIEW

Four areas were researched in order to develop an understanding of the issues raised in the critical incident. The first was about autism itself, looking at the traits of the condition and how it affects children. The second was on psychological theories of autism in order in order to analyse the critical incident in more detail. The third area looked at wellbeing in autism and the impact on children in school. The fourth was on strategies that could be employed in the classroom in order to identify the next steps for teaching and learning. The main sources of information used for research were specialist textbooks, government reports, autism organisations and advisory groups, peer reviewed research papers and articles. 

Manikiza (2015) offers the following definition of autism:

An Autistic Spectrum Disorder (ASD) is a developmental disorder which affects the way a person communicates with and relates to other people and the world around them. The way in which people are affected varies from one individual to another and by age and intellectual functioning. 

(Manikiza, 2015, p.13)

Roth (2010) explains that there are three areas of difficulty for people with autism known as the triad of impairments. Those being, difficulties with communication, social interactions and behaviour. Regarding behaviour, this might present itself as fascination or pre-occupation with a subject or object, repetition of gestures or actions. Baron-Cohen (2008) presents the identification of the autism as a Venn diagram of two parts. The first is repetitive behaviour/narrow interests and the second is social communication difficulties. The overlap of the two give the autistic spectrum. The variation in the way the main traits of autism present themselves, from mild to more severe, have led to the term autistic spectrum to be used (Roth, 2010).

The National Autistic Society (2020) list the characteristics of autism as:

Social communication and social interaction challenges; repetitive and restrictive behaviour; over or under sensitivity to light, sound, taste or touch; highly focused interests or hobbies; extreme anxiety; melt-downs and shut-downs.

(National Autistic Society, 2020)

It is also acknowledged by the National Autistic Society that a definition is always changing as more is discovered and learned about the condition over time.

In Wales, children with ASC will come under The Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal (Wales) Act that will come fully into place in 2021. The goal of the Welsh Government is to identify specific needs early so they can be addressed effectively with the learner’s views taken onboard in the planning of support, along with parents/carers to provide a holistic approach. (Welsh Government, 2020)

Looking at the critical incident and the traits outlined above it can be seen that the reason why the child stood up and did not pick up on the playful nature of the interaction between the teacher and other children is because of a difficulty with communication and social interaction. On discussing communication skills, Kutscher (2014, p.114) suggests that neurotypical people possess the following traits: ‘the urge to initiate shared social interaction and two-way communication’ and ‘the ability to carry out that urge to socialise.’ He goes on to suggest that for someone with autism, who does not have the urge or ability described above, there are difficulties in communication, such as, questions or phrases being taken literally and the humour or chitchat in a conversation becoming meaningless. Timmins (2017) says, especially for children with autism, this language problem can lead to a negative outcome. “People around them may seem to never mean what they say, and this can be both incredibly frustrating and increasingly isolating” (Timmins, 2017, p.14). For the child in the critical incident who took the command literally and was confused, this was the case. However, interactions of this type would be frequent in a busy Reception Year class and difficult to avoid. Knowing how to react as the teacher is important in order to create the right environment. The teacher not making a fuss, as in the incident, might be considered the best response, as Seach (2007) highlights “the creation of an appropriate environment that fosters empathy is one that satisfies the child’s own emotional needs but discourages self-concern” (Seach, 2007, p.33).

The lack of awareness of what other people are thinking and difficulty in empathising is a significant feature of children with ASC and is discussed by Seach (2007), Kutscher (2014), Roth (2010) and Timmins (2017). They highlight that this lack of awareness is a lack of theory of mind and all point to the work of Simon Baron-Cohen who has published since the 1980’s on Autism. Baron-Cohen (2008) lists five psychological theories of autism, one of which is called mindblindness theory. This is a delayed development of theory of mind. He describes theory of mind as “… the ability to put oneself into someone else’s shoes, to imagine their thoughts and feelings, so as to be able to make sense of and predict their behaviour” (Baron-Cohen, 2008, p.57).

Timmins (2017) says that it is this mindfulness that allows us to be aware of our actions and also be able to assess when we are making someone upset, bored or annoyed and therefore change our behaviour accordingly. The child in the incident did not understand what the teacher or the other children were thinking. This was because the teacher’s language changed from being literal into humorous word play. Timmins (2017), when discussing a child in a similar situation, goes on to say that “lacking mindfulness of what other people might know may also prevent him asking for clarification or help, which means he remains confused and becomes more anxious” (Timmins, 2017, p.13). 

Another theory that relates specifically to the critical incident is weak central coherence theory. Baron-Cohen (2008) states that people with ASC are inclined to focus on small areas of detail and lose the sense of the bigger picture. He explains that a neurotypical person has a strong sense of central coherence, that is, being able to take in the overall context of something. This is opposed to someone with ASC having a weak sense of central coherence, thereby just focusing on some detail of it. Timmins (2017) also describes weak central coherence theory and refers to it as context blindness. Reinforcing what has been discussed above, this is when someone with ASC cannot get the feel or context of a situation. This leads to a lack of understanding of what is going on and why people are behaving a certain way, especially in busy classroom interactions. This explains why the child in the critical incident was confused and did not understand the humour of the situation.

Referring back to the critical incident and applying the theories of mindblindness and context blindness, it is possible to explain the observations that were noted. This leads to addressing another of the issues highlighted, that being of wellbeing. It has already been pointed out above that the combination of mindblindness and context blindness and the confusion and frustration involved could lead to isolation and anxiety. Kutscher (2014) also states that increased anxiety is a secondary problem as a result not being able to read a situation and not knowing what the correct response should be. Manikiza (2015) states that it is common for children with ASD in primary school to have high levels of anxiety and can often lead to challenging behaviour. Therefore, reducing anxiety in children with autism is key to effective education. This is acknowledged by Agur et al. (2018) specifically for children with autism that “reduction in anxiety can increase the wellbeing of a pupil, reduce distractibility and consequently contribute to academic development” (Agur, M et al., 2018, p.59)

It is clear that the main aim in identifying next steps would be to improve social interaction and reduce anxiety. When researching practical strategies that can be used in the classroom it was found that there are many different interventions that could be used. Baron-Cohen (2018) and the National Autistic Society (2020) strongly recommend an evidence-based approach, warning of the dangers of the unsuitability and potential harms of some interventions. The National Autistic Society advise that any intervention has to be tailored to the individual and what is suitable for one person may not be to another. Broadly, they suggest the following:

· PECS (Picture Exchange Communication System) 
· SPELL (Structure, Positive, Empathy, Low arousal, Links) 
· TEACCH (Treatment of Autistic and Communication Handicapped Children) 
· Social Stories 
· speech and language therapy.

Agur et al. (2018) list thirty-two interventions that have been assessed for their effectiveness including the five listed above. The National Institute for Health and Care Excellence (2013) state that any intervention should be tailored to the child’s needs and include elements that expand communication, interaction and social routines. In the following chapter two interventions are evaluated as possible next steps for teaching and learning.



REFLECTION / EVALUATION & NEXT STEPS

It must be noted that when reviewing the range of interventions that are recommended as being evidence-based, from Agur et al. (2018) for the Welsh Government, some are only suitable to be delivered by practitioners who are skilled and experienced in their implementation. For example, speech and language therapy has been shown to benefit theory of mind and use of social language (Baron-Cohen, 2018) but is usually carried out by a professional speech therapist in the context of a special school, school visit or in a clinical environment. Also, as discussed previously, the type of intervention has to be carefully matched and tailored to the of needs of the learner and therefore need specialist input.

With this in mind, the needs of the child in the critical incident can be looked at in more detail. It was identified in the last chapter that the next steps for teaching and learning would be to improve the capacity for social interaction in a way that will also reduce anxiety. When looking at what interventions might be appropriate, the context has to be considered. Therefore, interventions that can be used in a mainstream reception class by the teacher, support staff and the child’s peers. The aim is to address the lack of theory of mind, context blindness and anxiety.

Two interventions that can be applied in this context to improve social interactions are Peer-mediated instruction and intervention (PMII) and Social Narratives, sometime called Social Stories. The way in which these two interventions can be implemented are described below.

PMII can be put in place by identifying opportunities in the school day to increase interaction between children without ASC to interact with children who have ASC, building and supporting positive relationships (Agur et al, 2018). For example, a lunchtime or after-school club that is in the interests of the children, is set up by the teacher and/or support staff but then left to the children to interact, thereby providing the opportunity for peer engagement. It can also be seen how this intervention relates to the four purposes of the curriculum in particular to ‘become a healthy, confident individual’ and ‘ethical, informed citizen.’ (Donaldson, 2015)

Social narratives can be used to fill in the gaps in social knowledge or language. They are short stories that can be digital, written or printed, often with illustrations that are tailored to the need at the time and demonstrate social cues, responses and exemplify an interaction (Agur et al, 2018). In the creation of social narratives, it is important to see through the eyes of the learner as Brookfield (1998) discusses as a form of reflective practice. Timmins (2017) reinforces this, saying when writing Social Narrative that “…it is important to first abandon all assumptions, opinions or judgements … and work hard to try to understand the situation from the child’s perspective” (Timmins, 2017, p.17). 

In addition to these particular interventions Manikiza (2015) stresses the importance of adapting day-to-day practice in order to reduce anxiety and stress for children with ASC. These include creating a neutral stimulation environment, using picture timetables, planning routines and the need for quiet spaces, to name a few. Again, these are tailored to the individual. 

Donaldson (2015) emphasises the importance of wellbeing and inclusion and this is also echoed by Estyn (2020) highlighting good practice in Wales saying that successful schools have high aspirations, and an inclusive ethos and goes on to say that “a strong emphasis on promoting the wellbeing of all pupils ensures that pupils with SEN participate equally in all aspects of school life” (Estyn, 2020, p.40). It is also stated that assessment and tracking needs to be strong and emphasises the importance of identifying the pupils’ needs and matching with the appropriate intervention. This is addressed in the new ALN bill with the introduction of a single plan, the individual development plan (IDP), for all learners with additional learning needs. The child in the case study, although still very young, may show signs of increased anxiety over the years if interventions are not tailored and monitored as mentioned above. The implementation of the IDP should help track progress.



CONCLUSION 

The analysis of the critical incident led to research of autistic spectrum condition in primary education. In particular, the theories of mindblindness and context blindness. This highlighted how anxiety is a prominent feature in children with ASC and how this can increase over time if the specific needs of the learner are not addressed fully. Interventions can be put in place to help. In this case study Peer-mediated instruction and intervention (PMII) and Social Narratives were considered as appropriate next teaching and learning steps. 

The focus on one or two aspects of ASC in this case study highlights the remaining traits, interventions and complexities of the condition that have not been discussed. Considering the place of ASC in the context of additional learning needs and then within the wider school context highlights the gaps in knowledge and experience that the student teacher has. This development of knowledge can be a target to build on through their professional learning.

It is hoped that the implementation of the suggested interventions would lead to improvement in interactions and therefore support the learning, refine the teaching and improve the wellbeing of the child. The journey to find the most relevant pedagogical approaches has been made possible through the process of reflection and evaluation.

Acknowledging that specialist knowledge and experience is needed to be of most benefit to a child with autism, or any additional learning need, there is the need to collaborate with the school’s Additional Learning Needs Co-ordinator in order to devise strategies and track progress. There is also scope for student teachers work with teachers from specialist ALN schools in order to learn more about best practice and be able to consult when advice is needed.

Taking the lead and innovation in practice should be seen as essential for the teacher who is the primary contact with a child with ASC. They would need to evaluate and develop the best approach, communicating clearly and with clarity with their colleagues to ensure that the child reaches their full potential.
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CRITICAL INCIDENT IDENTIFICATION RECORD 1

	Details relevant to the research context.

Date/time.
Age/Stage of group.
People involved.
Contextual
information from field notes. 

	28th September 2020
9.00am-9.15am
Monday morning
Reception Class
Indoors
Gathering in a circle / Sitting and listening skills / general sound discrimination

Small group with teacher - 5 boys, 3 girls



	What happened? A detailed decription of what you observed and what thoughts on pedagogy and practice occurred to you as a result, looking towards your research.
	While settling down on the carpet a few children were talking, one child was trying to tell the teacher that he had learnt to ride his bike on the weekend. You could tell from the child’s disposition that he was proud of his acheivement and really wanted to tell the teacher. The teacher did not hear or overlooked it without realising. The child didn’t mention it again.

This led me to think that this was an opportunity for sharing achievement, but was easily missed on a busy Monday morning. The teacher would not have overlooked this if heard properly, or if the information was shared in a different way.

This led to consideration of how the child’s self-esteem may have been affected by not being heard, possibly leading to further study of the relationship between between self-esteem and well-being in the context of the classroom and how external factors play key role in the development of the child.





















Appendix 1


CRITICAL INCIDENT IDENTIFICATION RECORD 2

	Details relevant to the research context.

Date/time.
Age/Stage of group.
People involved.
Contextual
information from field notes. 

	28th and 29th September 2020
9.00am-9.15am
Over Monday and Tuesday mornings
Reception Class
Indoors
Focused activities with the teacher leading – Active phonics, Welsh
10-12 children

3 observations over 2 mornings with the same two children

	What happened? A detailed decription of what you observed and what thoughts on pedagogy and practice occurred to you as a result, looking towards your research.
	Over two mornings there were three separate occasions of child A aggravating child B. The observations are listed below:

1) Child A was trying to drag child B into a standing circle to take part in an activity child B was reluctant to join, the teacher had to intervene to bring child A back into the circle. Child A settled back into the activity quickly, Child B stayed at the side. After enquiring it was discovered that child A has been identified as having Autistic Spectrum Condition (ASC).
2) When all the children were standing facing the teacher for an activity, child A was noticed turning around to child B making aggressive faces and grabbing hand gestures, child B moved around the learning group away from child A.
3) When sitting in a small circle with the teacher Child A leapt up and grabbed child B’s face, seemingly unprovoked and unrelated to the activity. The teacher quickly intervened, holding child A’s arms sitting child A back down saying “We use kind hands here.”

It was noticed that child A seemed to focus on Child B. Why was the attention focused on child B? What did child A want to acheive? The attention could have a negative effect on child B, affecting their well-being and ability to learn. This will lead to research the traits of ASC, how to manage them in the classroom and deal with challenging behaviour.




Appendix 2

CRITICAL INCIDENT IDENTIFICATION RECORD 3

	Details relevant to the research context.

Date/time.
Age/Stage of group.
People involved.
Contextual
information from field notes. 

	28th September 2020
9.30am-11.10am
Monday morning
Reception Class

Enquiry Based Learning – Themed on Nature Walk from previous week

All class, 60 children
Smaller group initially indoors – 30 children
Then outdoors
Indoors and Outdoors

	What happened? A detailed decription of what you observed and what thoughts on pedagogy and practice occurred to you as a result, looking towards your research.
	A pupil with a physical disability was noticed actively taking part in group activities but when questioned by the teacher individually would freeze, avert his gaze and not answer. When observed outside with his medical 1:1 during ‘enquiry based learning’ he was talking. When discussing this with the 1:1 it was noted that it has taken a while to develop speech as a result of the condition.

How does a physical disabilty impact on a learner’s needs? Does this have an added impct on the pupil’s social and emotional well-being and create a barrier to learning in particular contexts? How does the role of a 1:1 relate to this? What support strategies can be used? This leads to further study on accessibility, inclusion and mental health and well-being in Additional Learning Needs (ALN), specifically at physical disbility.





















Appendix 3


CRITICAL INCIDENT IDENTIFICATION RECORD 4

	Details relevant to the research context.

Date/time.
Age/Stage of group.
People involved.
Contextual
information from field notes. 

	28th September 2020
11.15-11.30am
Monday morning
Reception Class

Welsh – Language, literacy and communication, Humanities (Welsh History)

26 children
Indoors – Combination of video, pauses for questions and activity.
Children sitting on the carpet facing teacher and screen.

	What happened? A detailed decription of what you observed and what thoughts on pedagogy and practice occurred to you as a result, looking towards your research.
	When teaching ‘ga i’, meaning ‘can I have’ the teacher started using examples and, humourously, started using the pupils’ names, pointing to them, ‘Ga i Owen’, ‘Ga i Bethan’, (not their real names) which the pupils found funny. Continuing, the teacher addressed Child A in the same way, at which, Child A stood up and walked out to the teacher. The teacher told Child A to sit back down which left Child A confused. Child A had previously been identified as having Autistic Spectrum Condition (ASC). Unlike the other children, Child A had taken the command literally and did not understand the humour and fun that the other children were sharing.

This leads me to consider how the use of language is important when teaching, especially for ASC, and led me to research the various traits of ASC, what strategies can be used in the classroom and issues of inclusion and well-being in Additional Learning Needs.












Appendix 4

