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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- Word Count: 4,009

Understanding of a critical incident and reflection

Much has been said on the idea of reflection during working practice.  Authors such as the likes of Dewey (1933) and Schon (1983) point to reflection as a reaction of perplexity to an incident that can lead to a need for understanding for us to later refine our future practice.  Schon’s (1983) description of teachers often facing ‘swampy lowland messes’ that result in conflicting experiences ultimately formed Tripp’s (1993) critical incident methodology in education.  Tripp was certain in his pursuit of a qualitative approach that it should be conducted in a way that “ensures an emotionally safe context for the elicitation, analysis, interpretation and evaluation of critical incidents, so that they can be turned into positive learning experiences and provide a sound basis for the better understanding of self, practice and the system” (Tripp, 2011, p. 7).  From this description of how critical incidents are to be conducted, Tripp (2011) believed that it is the ‘value judgement’ we make, notably the significance that we attach to the meaning of the incident that makes it a critical incident. By exploring what we determine to be critical incidents using reflective practice, Moon (1999) emphasized that reflection facilitates a deeper level of cognitive learning and understanding, making it an essential component for improving professional practice.  This has been supported by Bruster and Peterson (2013) who argued that the absence of reflection within an evolving learning environment limits practitioners from effectively addressing learners' developmental needs and making meaningful change. 

Aims

The aim of this assignment is using Tripp’s (1993) critical incident methodology and our understanding that critical incidents are in fact “produced by the way in which the observer interprets the significance of such events” (Tripp, 2011, p.8), we will be focusing on the importance of reflective practice through our own observed classroom-based experience.  From the detailing of said observed classroom-based experience, we will review literature that will provide relevance to the areas of the incident that demand understanding before finally, culminating with an evaluation leading to potential future learning steps. 
The chosen incident for this assignment, occurred in the Swansea based school of St. Thomas Community Primary School, during a year 4 class on Wednesday the 12th of July 2023.  In the class on this day there were 22 students in attendance, one teacher and one TA.  What will later be described in greater detail during the case study section of the essay involves an uninformed international student to social learning strategies implemented and his transition to a new school has resulted in a missed opportunity for a potentially valuable learning experience.   

Case Study

To provide context for the incident, students were beginning their first lesson of the day at 9:00am which was Literacy.  The teacher had begun with a lesson on inferences, with the success criteria for students to make their own inferences.  Students were given tasks throughout the lesson in which they were able to complete whilst discussing with the group members on their table however what was evident throughout the lesson and most evidently when students were asked to write their own inferences was that the student (Child A) being observed, was sat on a table with two other students was working completely independently whilst the others were conversing, coming up with potential answers for the task.  As the lesson progressed, I noticed that Child A was spending a lot of time sitting during the answering sections, thinking of answers to write with no real success. This culminated to the moment in which the critical incident occurred during a group task in which the teacher had placed a different kind of shoe on the desks of each group. Students had been tasked to work together to create their own inferences for the shoes they possessed.  As this task goes on Child A has been excluded by the other members of the group and is continuing to work independently, not interacting as the other members discuss potential inferences.  As a result of this, when Child A is left struggling to think of an answer for the task, his reluctance to ask the other members of his group fearing facing potential rejection, he is forced to put his hand up and wait for the teacher to help who is busy helping another student on a different table.  After 1 minute and 30 seconds, Child A was acknowledged by his teacher and could discuss his struggles with the task.   What made this incident become a critical incident was also the significance of ‘C3B4Me’ sign above the whiteboard in the classroom.  This sign meaning see three students before the teacher suggests that this was a policy the teacher had instilled for students to become self-directed with the intention to create an environment that empowers and encourages students through social interaction.  This is best explained by Barkley (2010) who suggested “Empowering students to be active partners in their learning requires a subtle but thorough shift in focus away from what the teacher is teaching to what and how the student is learning” (Barkley 2010, p.32).  What was clear to see from the incident was how Child A’s struggles during the task were potentially due to a lack of collaboration between the students which may be a result of a myriad of reasons including the students transition into the school leaving him with a lack of understanding of key social learning theories being applied or his confidence to interact with other students as a result of a failures to assimilate to his new environment.  These reasons will be discussed further during the literature review.


Literature Review

The critical incident has revealed various avenues that can be linked to literature and discussed thoroughly within their review. The following review will focus on social learning theories and the prominent role they play in making a successful classroom environment, before also discussing the importance of transitions and how moving schools can result in different learning experiences for students.
Whilst we concede that the introduction of social interaction research in the classroom began in the likes of Flanders (1964) who said “Teaching as an interactive process. Interaction means participation of teacher and students in the process of teaching” (Flanders, 1964, p. 5) we also understand that this type of research focused mostly on the whole-class interactions between the teacher and the students. Albert Bandura’s (1979) coining of the ‘social learning theory’ presented an alternative look at classroom social interactions, placing special emphasis on “vicarious, symbolic and self-regulatory processes which had up until that point received little attention yet carry certain implications to the way one looks at human behaviour” (Bandura, 1979, p 2). It is some of these implications that this review of literature will first focus on.
Bandura (1979, p. 6) points firstly to observational learning and modelling influences produce learning through mainly “symbolic representations of modeled activities rather than ‘stimuli-response associations”. This suggests that not all behaviour is necessary to be imitated rather than used to promote response. Bandura supports this with his suggestion that “Human behaviour would be exceedingly inefficient if behaviour were controlled only by directly experienced consequences” (Bandura, 1979, pg. 24). This can be supported by Benton (1967) who indicated that under some conditions, children who observed or directly received punishment resulted in an equal reduction in deviant behaviour.  This suggests people can aid their development and learn through the observation of others.  This can also be supported by Robert Gagne (1985) whose nine steps of instruction reaffirm the importance of Bandura’s observational learning in eliciting performance.  Although this is the case, whilst we understand that behaviour can be learned through observation dew consideration must be given to B.F Morse and Skinner (1958) who’s work on operant conditioning based on the work of Thorndike (1898) revealed that child behaviour could be impacted through positive and negative reinforcements caused by a stimulus that elicits a response which is then reinforced, thus conditioning our behaviour.  
Bandura was not the only believer in the importance of social learning in education, Lev Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory of learning amplified the importance of social interaction in learning with his theory of the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) (Vygotsky, 1978).  This "zone" is the area of exploration for which the student is cognitively prepared but requires help and social interaction to fully develop (Briner, 1999).  Vygotsky described the difference between two children's ZPD and their differing paths in learning in the classroom as “the distance between the actual developmental level as determined by independent problem solving and the level of potential development as determined through problem solving under adult guidance or in collaboration with more capable peers (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 86).  This suggests that a teacher or more experienced peer can provide the learner with the ability to support the student’s evolving understanding of knowledge through collaborative learning, discourse, modelling, and scaffolding.  Supporters of Vygotsky include Bruner (1978), who, like Vygotsky, emphasized the social nature of learning, citing that other people should help a child develop skills through scaffolding.  Bruner is quoted describing Scaffolding as referring to the “steps taken to reduce the degrees of freedom in carrying out some tasks so that the child can concentrate on the difficult skill she is in the process of acquiring” (Bruner, 1961, p. 19). These are suggestions of the importance of social learning in education however Piaget (1936) disputes the significance of social learning and instead believes that children’s cognitive development is determined by a process of systemic stages of maturation that cannot be altered.  Whilst this argument focuses on the crucial role of cognitive development, it fails to recognize the role of social constructivism and of teachers and more knowledgeable others (MKO) in child development.

The application of social learning theory in classroom practice bared its fruits to many teaching strategies.  The likes of David Johnson and Roger Johnson (1999 p.1) are quoted as saying “cooperative learning exists when students work together to accomplish shared learning goals”.  Slavin (1995) supports this when he suggests that social cohesion has positive effects on cooperative learning when students help each other learn because they care about the group and its members, deriving self-identity benefits from group membership (Hogg, 1987; Johnson & Johnson, 1989, 1999; Turner, 1987).  This is also supported by Cohen (1986, pp. 69–70) who stated that “if the task is challenging and interesting, and if students are sufficiently prepared for skills in group process, students will experience the process of groupwork itself as highly rewarding. Slavin (1995) also points to motivational perspectives on cooperative learning with this suggesting that the cooperative incentive creates a situation in which the only way group members can attain their own personal goals is if the group is successful. Therefore, to meet their personal goals, group members must help their group mates do whatever enables the group to succeed, and all group members will exert maximum effort.  Though this is a very credible argument regarding the benefits of social learning, Piaget (1972) gave little thought to social interactions in education and is quoted as saying that “Children should be able to do their own experimenting and their own research.  The essential thing is that for a child to understand something, he must construct it himself” (Piaget 1972, pg. 27).  His belief that children should be ‘lone scientists’ is also echoed by Bruner (1961) and his method of inquiry-based instruction in education.  ‘Discovery learning’ encouraged learners to search for added information and not rely on what is said or read, rather actively seek answers and solutions.       
Whilst we acknowledge the importance of social learning in education, our critical incident also focusses on a student transitioning into a new school, therefore it is imperative that we also provide a literary link to considerations that must be faced when one transitions into a school.  Starting with Bronfenbrenner (1979) we should first consider how he suggested a child’s environment can play a significant factor in their development.  Focusing on these levels, we can understand how the transition of an international student can have effects on development.  Bronfenbrenner's (1979) description of the microsystem details how immediate relationships and environments are developed. For example, relationships with classmates, teachers, and neighbors would be part of their microsystem and bi-directional in their outcomes, meaning they could either positively or negatively affect the developments as child.  This has been supported by the likes of Ford, Zambo and Lapointe (2007) whose research focused on the supportive neighbourhood environments and a need for them to be safe and supportive when considering success at school. This is also supported by Graue (2006) who believed that in order to foster healthy children with positive approaches to learning and well developed social and cognitive abilities, we must have community support which as a new student in transition from another country they are likely to be at a deficit.  

Teaching and learning methods

Before one reflects on the critical incident at hand, it is important to gain an understanding of how the use of observed critical incidents in relation to the reform of the Curriculum for Wales in 2022. With it’s aims to “aid the development of well-rounded and resilient individuals” (Donaldson, 2015, p.5), it is imperative that that the curriculum provides students acquiring of the four purposes that together will help Wales in its journey for achievement in education.
Through critically observing the incident it is clear there is a fundamental need to focus on one of the four purposes, to make this student achieve the feeling of being a “healthy, confident individual” (Donaldson, 2015).  Having critically observed the incident, our priority is to find a solution to Child A’s lack of confidence to participate in group work with other students and a need to build their mental and emotional well-being by developing confidence and resilience.  
What is important before we try to produce successful teaching methods to find a solution is that we look at how we will reflect on the critical incident.  To do this, I would use one of the critical lenses of Brookfield (1995), the ‘learner lens’.  The learner lens is used to ‘get into the head’ of the learner and a way to understand how Child A, being a new student at the school may have a varied interpretation of what the teacher does or says.   To successfully reflect, one should talk regularly with the learner to understand better their learning experiences and have a better grasp of their abilities and needs.   One way in which this could be applied through the lense of Brookfield’s (1995) learner lenses is to firstly gain an understanding of the student’s confidence level in working together with the other members on his table.  By understanding this first, we can then make better judgement as to how the student will react to group working with these members in the future.  What will also be beneficial when looking through Brookfield’s lense is our ability to understand the student’s interpretation of teaching policies that we have implemented through the school year that he may have missed.  By looking in the heads of this student, one can gain a better understanding of why this student would rely on the help of the teacher, rather than using classroom policies such as ‘C3B4me’.
One of the teaching methods I would incorporate into future lessons for the student to gain confidence is by using Tuckman’s (1965) group development model when using group tasks.  Tuckman (1965) believes that groups go through a four-stage developmental process (forming, storming, norming and performing).  What would have been beneficial for Child A before the group task would be a discussion between the group and teacher about the group's roles.  What was evident during the incident was a lack of cohesion and no group roles, leaving Child A to work independently and be reliant on the teacher for help.  As Glasser (1965) states it is human’s need to be felt ‘worthwhile to ourselves and others’ and by using Tuckman’s (1965) forming process a teacher after issuing a group task should react by asking group members about their roles for it feel more inclusive and each member to feel worthwhile.  In doing this, it will help towards Child A   
Another teaching method that could be adopted to find a solution to this incident is the incorporation of scaffolding into the task that the students are completing.  As we previously discussed earlier in this essay about Vygotsky (1962) and the ZPD, this is just one form of scaffolding in which students may use the social interaction between group members.  In doing this, it would be a very viable solution to the problem Child A is facing in being unable to complete the task as teacher can call on the more knowledgeable other (MKO) in the group to share potential answers he has produced during the task.
A mentoring system used to help transition Child A into his new school would be a beneficial teaching method.  With the support of a mentor, it would be possible for Child A to receive greater support and guidance as he navigates his time through school.  This is very strongly supported when transitioning new students into schools and it is suggested that peers can also serve as a positive resource for young people. Friendship networks can influence educational achievement by promoting engagement with school, providing social support, and offering a set of behavioral models (Crosnoe, Cavanagh, and Elder, 2003).  Positive aspects such as peer mentors influencing educational trajectories through social interactions involving their aspirations are said to have a massive impact on educational attainment (Sewell et al. 1970).  With this said, if Child A had been provided a mentor during this task, his educational trajectory would have been positive.  



Discussion

As we begin to discuss how the findings we have discovered have influenced one's pedagogical choices and invoked a change in philosophy, it is firstly important to understand the theories that are still permanent fixtures in said philosophy of education.  First, we must include Dewey (1910) who first argued that the center of gravity needs to shift whereby the learner is at the center.  It is Dewey’s child centered philosophy and how his focus on child development drew comparisons to how he perceived children to be like organisms searching for stimuli in order to grow (Berding, 1992), that suggest to me that it is essential that one’s thoughts towards teaching should also have child development at its forefront. Following the doctrines of great Philosophers such as Socrates are also important when constructing a philosophy of education.  Encouraging members of the class to engage in dialogue and have discussions with group members is very much pertinent with the findings in this critical incident as it is a way to spread wisdom and experience.  
Relevant to today’s teaching, the Welsh Curriculum defines pedagogy to that which “combines theoretical and practical knowledge and skills with fine judgement about what is required to promote effective learning in particular contexts” (Donaldson, 2015, pg.63).  One of the twelve pedagogical principles suggested by Donaldson (2015) is ‘good teaching and learning encourages collaboration’.  This is supported by Hattie (2009) who cited a range of research evidence that highlights the positive effects of peer learning on motivation, problem solving and achievement.  What we have discovered from our critical incident and our findings that through the links to literature reviewed such as Slavin (1995) who suggests social cohesion is the key to an improved motivation to learn, the incorporation of mentors to help ease students during transitions and using the forming stage of the group developmental model (Tuckman, 1965) by involving teacher issued questions regarding  group roles, we can provide the collaboration necessary to achieve one of our collaborative pedagogy.
What is important to factor into our future learning steps in teaching is how reflective practice is viewed in Wales.  Furlong (2020) believes it is to be exalted in the reformed curriculum and the Teaching Standards used for ITE in Wales. Donaldson supports this view and has placed more of a responsibility on professional and trainee practitioners to engage with the ‘how, why and what’ of education (Donaldson, 2015, p. 71). With this change in direction and from what we have found in this observation, it is imperative that going forward, our next teaching steps involve Tripp's (1993) methodology of critical incidents and reflective practice in the form of Brookfield (1995) in which we are able to better interpret the feelings of our learners by looking through their lenses.  Regarding the implementation of reflective practice in one's future teaching steps it would be unjust not also to look at the likes of Schon (1983) who suggest that we as practitioners should use two types of reflection, the first of which will be discussed is coined ‘Reflection-On-Action'.  This type of reflection is important and will shape one's pedagogy as it underpins the importance and usefulness of evaluating past practice to gain insight to improve future practice.  This could have been used by the teacher to improve this incident as in future, Child A would not be isolated and have a potential mentor or discussion with group members prior to working on the group task.  Schon’s (1983) second type of reflection is ‘Reflection-In-Action'.  This reflection technique calls for a more reactive style of teaching in which practitioners can think while they are doing, making snap decisions on how to best solve a problem.  This would have been highly effective during this incident as by thinking on his feet, the teacher could have provided a real-time response to the situation by potentially in this case, having a discussion with the group for Child A to gain understanding of the task or his role in the group.   

Conclusion

From what we have discussed, Tripp’s (1993) critical incident methodology has impacted my understanding of child development and learning theory tremendously.  From what has been discussed we can see the immense value of the types of learning theories and how they can positively impact today’s learners.  From these discussed learning theories, the roles of the likes of Bandura (1979) and the concept of observational or modelled behaviours promoting equal response than those who experienced to Vygotsky’s (1978) ZPD theory in relation to the scaffolding and the role of social interaction by MKO’s positively impacting learners has given me a greater understanding of how social learning in education is absolutely imperative in the development of children.    having resonated as they are the types of teaching methods that would be beneficial to all students in the classroom.  

From the teaching methods we discussed that could be implemented to prevent such an incident in the future, the use of Tuckman’s (1965) group developmental model would have been very impactful.  This is because if we had involved the teacher in the forming of the group to discuss the group roles, this could have prevented a situation where Child A was left to rely on the teacher for help rather than benefiting from the social interaction between students resulting in him becoming a more confident learner and a suited response to the collaborative pedagogy that one would aim to achieve in the classroom.  Another teaching method that we could discuss that also adheres to one's personal aim and the aim of the Welsh Curriculum for learning to encourage collaboration is the introduction of a peer mentor for Child A as he assimilates into his new classroom environment.  We know from the beliefs of Graue (2006) that it is with the support of others that we can foster healthy individuals with greater motivations to learn.  This suggests that it would be impactful in a positive way to implement the teaching method of using a peer mentor to help Child A in his journey through education.
To conclude, from what we have observed and critically assessed during the incident using Tripp’s (1993) methodology and the reflective views of Brookfield (1995) to look through the lense of the learner, it has opened up the suggestion of future teaching steps and reflective practice that not only satisfies the development of one’s pedagogy, but also aligns with the greater expectations of professional learning in Wales’ current curriculum. 
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Appendix
OBSERVATION / FIELD NOTES

Date and time, year group: Year 4, 12th July 2023 9:00am

Where and When: Context of the observation – subject/AOLE, general classroom context
 
 St Thomas Community Primary School, AOLE- Literacy, 22 Students, 
One TA, One Teacher, ALN students present

What happened: a detailed description of the critical incident (the more detail the better to refer to in your later work)
 
· Students have been given tasks throughout the lesson in which they were able to complete whilst discussing with the group members on their table 
· Child A is sitting at a table with two other students working completely independently whilst the others were conversing, producing potential answers for the task.  
· Students are then given a group task in which the teacher placed a different kind of shoe on each group's desks. 
· Students had been tasked to work together to create their own inferences for the shoes they possessed. 
· As this task goes on, Child A has been excluded by the other group members and continues to work independently.
· Child A is left struggling to think of an answer for the task, he is forced to put his hand up and wait for the teacher to help who is busy helping another student on a different table.  This lasts for 1 minute and 30 seconds

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

1.   Transition, student is a new student at the school so what could be discussed is how his transition into the new school is affecting his learning.
2. Intersectionality- enculturation into new school may be affected by cultural or ethnic identity
3. Social learning theory- Student may feel uncomfortable performing social learning policies that have been implemented 
4. Teaching methods involving collaboration
Tuckman (1965) Group development model?
Slavin (1995) Social cohesion
Donaldson (2015)- Successful futures

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)
 
 
·  The Incident takes place in the morning 9:00am
· First lesson of the day
· Possible distractions during classroom activity include the shoe on the table
· ‘C3B4me’ sign in classroom






	
	
	



