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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 

In this essay, the researcher will be undertaking a critical evaluation and identification of next teaching and learning steps, focused on a critical incident case study of an individual learner. The central point of this essay will be on key theories surrounding reflective practice, behavioural management, and Additional Learning Needs (ALN). 

Tripp (1993) coined the term ‘Critical Incident’ in founding his methodology, which explored ‘evaluative reflection’ in teaching practise (Tripp, 1993, p. 7). This pedagogical theory has allowed for analytical analysis and self-reflection on differing teaching situations, the ‘critical incident’, so that teachers can improve their professional judgment and practice. The researcher was tasked with documenting three critical incidents and focusing this essay on one. Tripp’s Critical Incident Methodology states that ‘a critical incident is an interpretation of the significance of an event’ (Tripp, 1993, p. 8). This would suggest that not all critical incidents are necessarily negative events; but any event, however normal they seem, we view to affect a lesson or individual (Tripp, 1993). 

Brookfield (1995) designed the ‘four lenses’ reflective model, which the researcher is led to believe, works hand in hand with Tripp’s Critical incident theory (Brookfield, 1995). The reflective model allows for different viewpoints including ‘Autobiographical’, ‘Students’’, ‘Colleagues’’ and ‘Theoretical’ (Brookfield, 1995). The personal view, the student’s view, your fellow staff’s views, and the theoretical viewpoint gives a broader understanding of the situation and allows practice to be improved upon (Brown, 2022). Dewey (1910; 1933) encouraged ‘reflective thinking’ in education, and this has been built upon by theorists such as David Kolb and Donald Schön, showing that reflection is constantly being considered and improved upon. Even now, it’s importance is almost paramount as reflecting on your practice to be consistent with the realisation of the new curriculum is a Professional Standard in Wales (Welsh Government, 2022). 

This critical evaluation will begin by exploring the importance of critical reflection, before contextualising the chosen critical incident in line with Donaldson’s Four Purposes (Donaldson, 2015). Following this, the researcher will undertake a literature review surveying previous research surrounding the findings discovered in the critical incident reflection, specifically associated with behavioural management and ALN. The essay will end by highlighting potential next steps regarding the researcher’s personal and professional development. 


The role of critical reflection 

Critical reflection in education is a way of analysing biases and identifying problems, then changing thinking and/or behaviour regarding that subject (University of Waterloo, 2022). Education is constantly changing with new methods being discovered and new technology being developed to enhance how students learn. Due to this development, teaching can be seen as a developing profession with reflection playing a major part. This is commonly known as a teacher’s ‘Professional Development’ and is focused on enhancing teaching practice to have a positive impact on students’ learning by adopting a holistic approach (Angus-Cole, 2021). 

Professional development of teachers, driven by reflection, is vital to all aspects of their practice as this impacts student learning and wellbeing. The roles teachers hold are innumerable. First and foremost, they are an educator. However, they are also seen as caregivers and therapists among other things. Teachers, on average, spend more time with children during the week than their own families do (Wolk, 2008). This ‘duty of care’ is one of a teacher’s legal responsibilities, even those without their QTS (Qualified Teacher Status). You are required to apply your education and other skills to safeguard pupils (National Education Union, 2019). 

Education is always heavily scrutinised by academics, politicians and sometimes the public; this has led to many education reforms; One of which is being implemented this year. 

The 2022 ‘White Paper’ reform predominantly aims to get 90% of primary school children raising their reading, writing and maths levels to the expected standard, and for average GCSE grades in English Language and Maths to raise to 5 (formally a high C or low B grade) by 2030 (Department for Education, 2022). The focus is on improving the quality of teaching and that of the teachers and therefore creating a ‘stronger and fairer school system that works for every child’ (Department for Education, 2022, p. 3). 

Witnessing different teaching styles and practices throughout the observation period was beneficial to the researchers’ practice. Unlike many of their peers, the researcher has minimal teaching experience, and this observation period was enlightening and awakened a reflective angle toward teaching that the researcher didn’t have before.

It is proven to be beneficial for teachers to engage in peer observation. Bell & Mladenovic (2008) write about how beneficial peer observation is for teacher development (Bell & Mladenovic, 2008). They cite Peel (2005), who wrote about peer observation as a transformatory tool. Referring to Peer Observation of Teaching (POT) techniques, an ‘active engagement with pedagogical theory’, and ‘purposeful critical reflection on classroom practice’, should be demanded (Peel, 2005, pp. 489-504). An ‘interpretation of POT’ alone would not be sufficient for enhancement of teacher performance (Peel, 2005, pp. 489-504). 

The purpose of this assignment is not to comment on the observed teacher, but to reflect on their methods and assess the researcher’s teaching and learning steps to improve their practice. This ‘deep-dive’ will provide some theoretical background as to why situations pan out the way they do. 


Observation - School and Class context 

When writing about experiences in a school, one must be respectful and take into consideration BERA’s ethical guidelines, specifically anonymity. Naming the school or pupils would be a breach of data protection, the researcher must be respectful to this and censor information that could be used to identify the school/pupil in question (BERA, 2018). 

The researcher attended an English Medium, 3-16 school in Neath Port Talbot for two days as an observer, SCHOOL X. As mentioned earlier, this was with the intention of discovering three critical incidents and then focusing on one. The classes observed on day one consisted of approximately 30 Year 8 students and day two had a similar class size of Year 7s. 

SCHOOL X chooses their GCSEs in Year 8, so the common Year 9 disengagement takes place a year earlier among subjects the students dislike. Ross (2009) writes about children in years 9-11 being disengaged in lessons and highlights three risk factors. ‘Disengaged from school not education’, ‘engaged with school not higher education’ and ‘disengaged’ (Ross, 2009). These risk factors are seen to be linked with ethnic backgrounds and gender. The focus will be on ‘engaged with school not higher education’ as the SCHOOL X has a predominantly white population. Engagement with school but not higher education is more common in white students, especially those whose parents are in a routine or manual occupation. Neath Port Talbot has many manual occupations, the most notable being the TATA steelworks (TATA, 2022), so this could be a contributor.


Critical incident linked to Donaldson’s four purposes 

As previously mentioned, contextualising the critical incident and linking it to one of Donaldson’s Four Purposes (Donaldson, 2015), will allow the researcher to look critically into how students behave in different lessons. Observing the same class over the course of six lessons and taking into consideration how break and lunch times could affect the flow of a lesson was something the researcher was not well-versed in. 

Donaldson’s Four Purposes consist of:
· Ambitious, capable learners, ready to learn throughout their lives
· Enterprising, creative contributors, ready to play a full part in life and work
· Ethical, informed citizens of Wales and the world
· Healthy, confident individuals, ready to lead fulfilling lives as valued members of society (Donaldson, 2015, p. 31)

The link being made is regarding the ‘enterprising, creative contributors’ specifically the bullet point stating ‘lead and play different roles in teams effectively and responsibly’ (Donaldson, 2015, p. 31). This was not shown well during my observation of Child A amongst the History lesson, the remainder of the class were able to engage and be ‘part of a team’ but Child A was not.

The focal point will be a Year 8 History lesson about the General Strike after WW1. Following the starter task, where class engagement was good, the main section of the lesson was designed to be a class and paired discussion task. The teacher explained the purpose of the task efficiently and provided a clear visual aid of the discussion points via a PowerPoint slide that was available to view throughout this section of the lesson. The teacher had successfully intermeshed the collaboration aspect of the professional standards, but had not accounted for one thing, pupil absences. 
 
Three absences in the class did not fully reduce the effectiveness of paired discussion in this lesson, however for one student it derailed their lesson. Child A, who has diagnosed ADHD, was attempting to engage with the work but couldn’t take part as intended. Their partner (for discussion) was absent leaving them alone in the back corner of the classroom. This would lead to the child being disengaged as a result of feeling isolated. 

Disengagement because of isolation has increased since the COVID-19 Pandemic, “Eighty-seven percent of SMHP (School Mental Health Providers) reported that 25 percent or more of the students they serve disengaged from school” following the first pandemic (Jones, et al., 2021). The potential lack of structure when learning at home could have left a deeper consequence on some students, however as mentioned Child A has ADHD. Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) is said to have behavioural patterns including, but not limited to ‘hyperactivity, impulsivity and inattention’ (Mahone & Denckla, 2017). The progress made surrounding ADHD diagnosis, identification, and potential treatment methods, in the last 35 years has been remarkable (Mahone & Denckla, 2017). 

Taking these two things into consideration, more support should have been provided from the teacher to Child A to ensure they had the opportunity to ‘lead and play different roles in teams effectively and responsibly’ considering the notable absence. Instead, the teacher became visibly frustrated with the child as a reaction to their disengagement and lack of textbook. The teacher revealed after the lesson that Child A’s “attention issues cause distractions” for other students and the teacher. However, in the five other lessons observed that day, Child A demonstrated full engagement and even received positive points (SCHOOL X’s reward system) for their hard work.





Literature Review

This critical incident can be linked to literature and theories. Some supporting the findings of the incident and some creating an argument against. This literature review will investigate positive reinforcement methods via Skinner’s Operant Conditioning, and behavioural management relating to children with Additional Learning Needs (ALN).


Positive Reinforcement

B.F. Skinner (1948) is considered the father of Operant Conditioning through his work with the ‘Skinner’s Box’ experiment which was similar to Thorndike’s puzzle box (Thorndike, 1898) and Pavlov’s dog (Pavlov, 1927) regarding how positive reinforcement can negate negative actions. Operant conditioning includes two types of reinforcement and two types of punishment. 
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[bookmark: _Toc118542972]Figure 1 - Operant Conditioning – Skinner (https://sproutsschools.com/operant-conditioning/)

The focus of Operant Conditioning, in this essay, will be on the use of Positive Reinforcement (top left of Figure 1), which refers to the introduction of a reward or ‘pleasant stimulus’ after a behaviour to reinforce that action (Pavlov, 1927). Regarding SCHOOL X, the positive reinforcement would have been the offer of ‘positive points’ which can be used as currency. These are rewarded for many different reasons, positive engagement with a lesson, excellent questions, and good results to name a few. It would alter for each student, which is where a positive student-teacher relationship is important. It is important not only for the benefit of a child’s education but a teacher’s mental wellbeing (Split, et al., 2011).

Fredericks (2014) states in her book ‘Eight Myths of Student Disengagement’ that identifying student disengagement is ‘one of the most challenging’ duties a teacher faces as it will differ from student to student (Fredericks, 2014). Fredericks begins Chapter One by stating that the ‘six hypothetical cases’ mentioned in the chapter will play out exactly as written in the book as no two students will be exactly like those described (Fredericks, 2014, p. 14). The purpose is to remind readers of students they have taught or observed and showcase how disengagement in one child is not the uniform measurement in all children. 

This could cause confusion amongst readers as they are attempting to relate to these six hypothetical cases, but as mentioned, these will rarely play out the same as every child is different. If the reader attempts to read this article, or others of a similar nature, looking for concrete solutions for classroom disengagement, they will be disappointed.

Many researchers such as Greenwood, Horton, and Utley (2002) view engagement as ‘on-task behaviour’ (Greenwood, et al., 2002). Merely getting on with the task can be seen as engagement, and this does make sense to an extent. However, Finn (1989) and Skinner & Belmont (1993) argue that engagement requires both emotional and behavioural dimensions (Finn, 1989; Skinner & Belmont, 1993). Simply taking part does not mean one is fully engaging with the topic at hand. Fredericks (2004) introduced the idea that there is also ‘cognitive engagement’, which should be considered in conjunction with behavioural and emotional engagement (Fredericks, et al., 2004). Cognitive engagement links motivation research ideas with learning strategy use and calls on ‘students’ willingness to invest and exert effort in learning’ (Blumenfeld, et al., 2006, p. 475) . This means more than just simply doing the work but including ‘metacognitive strategies’, such as ‘setting goals, planning, and making necessary adjustments when accomplishing a task’ (Blumenfeld, et al., 2006, p. 475). These strategies come naturally when engaged with a task, and past research by Blumenfeld and Fredericks, has investigated how positive attitudes and achievement is linked. This research has been conducted in ‘traditional settings’, meaning classrooms where standardised tests, which consist of right or wrong answers and simple formulaic applications, are commonplace.  

The high volume of research completed in ‘traditional settings’ regarding disengagement exposes a gap of knowledge with how, or indeed if, observations would be different regarding non-standardised testing in the Expressive Arts AoLE (Area of Learning Experience), for example. Disengagement with the content of the lesson could be viewed as being off-task, or the child could be simply experimenting and ‘drawing on the senses, inspiration and imagination’ as the ‘What Matters’ statements for Expressive Arts suggest (Welsh Government, 2022). Disengagement is hard to measure, and considering many aspects is a step in the right direction. The progression of thought from Finn (1989) to Fredericks (2014), shows how much time and effort has gone into the research of engagement in school, however the ‘traditional’ aspect shows a lack of thought towards non-STEM subjects.


Inclusive Education- ALN/ADHD

Inclusive education is a key focus in Wales and there is a new Additional Learning Needs (ALN) code system that has been implemented within the last year (Welsh Government, 2021). This code has five principles lettered a-e. 

a. A rights-based approach
b. Early identification, intervention, and prevention
c. Collaboration and integration
d. Inclusive education
e. A bilingual system

The importance of identification and a working knowledge of ALN is becoming an increasing focus in teaching policy and practice, this adoption of ‘inclusive pedagogy’ is a way of reforming how schools work with children that have ALN (Mintz & Wyse, 2015). Inclusive pedagogy is a teaching and learning approach that highlights individual differences in pupils but ‘avoids marginalisation’ (Florian & Beaton, 2018, pp. 870-884). The input of the students is essential in a teacher’s learning progression, as they can provide feedback in the context of whole class or group teaching (Florian & Beaton, 2018). 

In Wales, ALN is a new term for what was once known as Special Educational Needs (SEN), but the legislation and policies put in place all interlink. The ALN Act (2018), was put in place to remove the divide between children in need of support and those considered not in need (Welsh Government, 2018). This was a significant change for pupils as it would ensure all learners with ALN were identified earlier and supported to overcome learning barriers (Welsh Government, 2022). 

Arguably the most significant international document regarding Special Education, was UNESCO’s Salamanca Statement (1994) (UNESCO, 1994). This statement ‘endorsed the idea of inclusive education’ globally (Ainscrow, et al., 2019). This is supported by the Equality Act (2010), where disability was named as a protected characteristic against discrimination (GOV.UK, 2010)

Attention Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) is ‘now recognised as the most common behavioural disorder of childhood’ (Mahone & Denckla, 2017). Historically, this has caused difficulties when transitioning from primary school to secondary school as the increased difficulty of content can ‘exacerbate symptoms of ADHD or unmask associated difficulties’ (Thompson, et al., 2003). 

Research has found that ADHD is often undiagnosed until later life, which makes diagnosing it at a younger age incredibly beneficial (Ginsberg, et al., 2014). The lack of understanding and identification surrounding ALN, until recently, has been frequently linked to negative long-term effects on many people’s livelihoods. Undiagnosed ALN can be associated with a multitude of ‘poorer outcomes’, such as increased mental health difficulties and lower educational attainment, which in extreme cases, can find those with undiagnosed and supported ALN in crime (Shire, 2018; RCPCH, 2020). For example, as of 2014, up to 40% of imprisoned men were affected by symptoms of ADHD internationally (Ginsberg, et al., 2014). In the UK, approximately 1 in 30 students have ADHD (Shire, 2018). This would equate on average one person in each class in SCHOOL X (in years 7 and 8).

There are a lot of stigmas surrounding ADHD in education, the symptoms of ADHD result in negative views from a child’s peers and teachers (Meza, et al., 2019). However, once the ADHD label is given to the child it serves as a ‘protective factor’ and helps others overcome biases (Meza, et al., 2019). 

Linking back to the disengagement factor previously mentioned, ‘Inattention’ is one of ‘the three presentations on ADHD’ and is often misunderstood by teachers and sometimes the student themselves, if undiagnosed (Shire, 2018, p. 4). The progression made regarding diagnosing ADHD in recent years is more impressive when you consider its first identification was in 1902 by Sir George Still. Still (1902) delivered a series of three lectures where he spoke of ‘an abnormal defect of moral control in children’ this would now be called ADHD but has had many names (ADHD History, 2022). It has been called Hyperkinetic reaction of childhood, Attention Deficit Disorder (ADD) and now ADHD (White, 2021). 

The focus on ‘inattention’ overshadows the other issues that could affect someone who suffers with ADHD. Students with severe ADHD can suffer with low self-esteem, have issues ‘fitting in’ and be at risk of exclusion from school if staff are not familiar with the symptoms (Shire, 2018, p. 10). 

To strive for greater inclusivity in education, an understanding of ALN and conditions such as ADHD is vital for an educator, as a lack of knowledge would prevent effective use of differentiation strategies and behavioural management methods (Covington, 2010). Not knowing what could be affecting a child in every class you teach is putting yourself, the educator, and the student at a disadvantage.


Reflection

When considering future steps as an educator, reflective models provide a good foundation for a teacher to make considerations towards their own professional and personal development. As previously mentioned, Professional development ‘is an ongoing process that supports continuous development of practice’ throughout an educator’s career (Cambridge Assessment International Education, 2021). 

A common reflective model used by educators is Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle (Gibbs, 1988). The educator is tasked with asking many questions of their practice, such as ‘What Happened? What were you thinking and feeling? What was good and bad?’ etc. (Gibbs, 1988). As effective as this method is, it was developed in 1988, making it 34 years old. The reflective model chosen for this essay is not much more up to date but would work better for the researcher.

This method is Brookfield’s ‘Four Lenses’ approach to reflection (Brookfield, 1995). As previously mentioned in the Introduction of this essay, Brookfield (1995) designed the four lenses approach to look at a scenario from different viewpoints (lenses). 

· Autobiographical Lens – analysis on oneself. Relating the situation to previous experiences and considering how past scenarios may have affected present or future reactions.
· Students’ views – review from the child’s point of view. Consider their reactions and how their feedback could shape your future experiences.
· Colleagues’ views – how a colleague views your situation. Their previous experiences and observation of your methods can offer insights to improve your work.
· Theoretical lens – consult literature to make sense of your experience and relate your reading to the other three lenses. This will help identify next steps and apply theory to practice (Brown, 2022).

Implementing the four lenses will be an effective method of identifying next steps. Regarding the critical incident, the teacher could have engaged in discussion with Child A. Every student had a partner, and the teacher was observing the class but not contributing or detracting from any discussions taking place. That simple change would have allowed everyone present in the class to be engaged. 

Autobiographically, the teacher would reflect that the preparatory work was effective and engaged everyone present in the class, except Child A. As the researcher, the class was very well organised, and each lesson aim was highlighted and covered. However, the oversight and reliance on class discussion impacted the engagement and behaviour of students. Creating an environment where the teacher was no longer in control as some students remained isolated and out of the teachers view.

Students’ views would have been overwhelmingly positive as the class engaged in a positive discussion. However, Child A would have had the polar opposite opinion, the views of the entire class are important. A method of feedback, whether that be written, or verbal would have been effective if implemented. This would be included in the researcher’s practice.

Colleagues’ views would be very important in this matter. Is Child A engaged in their lessons? How do they view this situation? Upon discussion with peers, the researcher feels confident that the critical incident in question could have been completely overlooked by the teacher. The teacher, realising their lesson plan, could have accounted for Child A’s lack of engagement by utilising a ‘live marking’ method in conjunction with the class discussion already taking place (Simmons, 2019). This would have alerted the teacher to Child A’s situation (being without a partner) and allowed them to either engage with the child or move them to a group.

Finally, theoretically, what does literature say? As mentioned, ADHD causes a child’s engagement levels to be almost unpredictable. Who is to say that even having their partner present, would cause Child A to engage positively with the lesson? (Shire, 2018) Literature regarding behaviour management is abundant, and suggestions of ‘PIP and RIP’ tie in with Positive Reinforcement (Seevers, et al., 2014). The action of praising in public and reminding in private is a way of promoting, and rewarding, positive behaviour in class. In this case, instead of becoming frustrated with the child, encouragement would have been a more effective and supportive method of provision.
Brookfield (1995) argues that the highest quality of teachers are those that constantly search for ways to improve their teaching and learning environments (Brookfield, 1995). This will be a vital part of the researcher’s future practice as it is one of the Professional Standards and will lead to continual growth as an educator (Welsh Government, 2022). 

Regarding the researcher’s personal and professional development, this critical incident has given great insight into how important observation is in the classroom. The benefits of live marking, regarding engagement and time management, in the classroom are plentiful. 
The visual aid (PowerPoint) being a constant in this lesson, made it easy for the teacher to engage the children. Utilising this opportunity and live marking, will be a beneficial tool in any teacher’s practice. 


Conclusion

In conclusion, the identified critical incident showed how potential lack of knowledge around ALN can have a negative effect on engagement in a class. Throughout observation, this History Class was a seemingly unique experience. In the other 11 lessons observed, aside from simply correctable behavioural issues, such as backchat and chatting amongst themselves, there were no noticeable issues. The researcher appreciates that Tripp’s Critical Incident methodology (1993) does not mean critical as a negative affect but as a critical analysis into an event (Tripp, 1993). However, when analysing multiple critical incidents this class was the standout. This incident falls in line with Donaldson’s (2015) Four Purposes. The researcher has linked this incident to the learners being enterprising and creative, in particular, leading and playing roles in teams (Donaldson, 2015, p. 31). Observation has greatly impacted the researcher’s views on their future practice, with the willingness to improvise around a planned lesson coming to the forefront. Pupil absences affected the lesson for Child A, and being aware of absences will affect the researcher’s future lesson delivery as they will attempt to differentiate for those unable to participate to their fullest (should the lesson be discussion based). After undertaking the literature review, many issues regarding a lack of understanding or diagnosis of ALN (particularly ADHD) has given no conclusive solutions to effectively providing equitable practise, but many avenues for future research. The research will always be incomplete, but as an additional responsibility, teachers should strive to pursue further knowledge as one of their many Professional Standards for Teaching and Leadership.
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