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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 
Reflective practice is considered and recommended to be used as “learning experiences” by Pollard (2014, p 88) which are carried out in a purposeful and mindful way but only as an when needed with the conclusions made being applied to daily situations. Tripp’s (2012) ‘critical incident’ will be used as a tool when observing a group of learners and their teacher to enable a process of reflection to be undertaken. The facilitation of this is supported by the use of reflection models due to their ability to help organise thoughts and guide the process in a methodical manner. A series of next steps for professional and personal development will be established to take forward into future practice. These next steps will be influenced by the evaluation of the critical incident that is based on research into the aligning area and strands of behaviour management, along with links to the school’s individual policy documentation. Influence will also be taken from curriculum documentation as well as the professional standards for teaching that are in place for all teachers in Wales. The analysis of the incident is what Tripp (2012) determines the crucial factor for taking a seemingly typical incident and transforming it into that of a critical incident, leaving the main focus of this paper as critical evaluation.  

The role of critical reflection
When looking at critical reflection Thompson and Thompson (2018) note firstly that one must consider what critical reflection is not, several of which will be referred to in this section. Taking the time to deliberate this will enable a practitioner to gain a greater understanding of its importance. Pausing for thought whilst driving home is not enough, as reflective practice is not a magical process more rather an efficient use of thought completed by reflecting on practice in detail, possibly in ways highlighted by oneself or mentor/colleagues for improvement or consideration. Bassot forms an explanation of Lucas’ (1991, cited in Bassot, 2016, p. 1) use of the word ‘systematic’ in their explanation of reflective practice and defines it further as a process done in an organised and extensive, exhaustive manner in order to provide the practitioner the most benefit. Critical reflection is also not that of a lone exercise. Critical reflection lends itself greatly to be undertaken as a shared, collaborative process with fellow professionals. Not only is this beneficial to practitioner in the training or early career period as they can draw on knowledge and experience from senior and experienced professionals, but it also works well in developing the Professional Standards for Teaching and Leadership (Welsh Government, 2019) that must be consistently worked towards. Developing a collaborative process in critical reflection will also help combat the misconception of it being a difficult to work into the daily workload. Having the opportunity and ability to work together may increase the probability of reflecting critically being embedded into each practice. Instead of it then being something in which only a selection are expected to conduct it then becomes the standard to all those across the educational setting. This may become even more prevalent when the Curriculum for Wales is officially roles out and put into practice in 2022 as Tripp (2012) suggest that reflection is informed by the world and environment around us, which will drastically change with this reform in curriculum. Critical reflection may be key in some cases in embracing this move forward, and that collaboration aspect during may be able to support practitioners further in the change.  The role of critical thought and reflection sits well not only in the progression and development of a practitioner in terms of the professional standards but Bassot (2018) discusses that it also encourages a place for deep thinking to be established within practice. Not only may this increase the likely hood of critical reflection becoming an embedded practice, taking the time out to analyse performance or situations in depth can help build confidence in one’s own ability and ideas. Another way in which critical reflection plays a role in the development of teaching practice is its ability to evaluate practice. Its consistent participation provides space for analysis of practice and form a path for further development, allowing the practitioner to keep their knowledge up to date, in the forever developing educational sector, along with the wider world. 
Tripp (2012) suggest their ‘critical incident’ as a tool to enable a practitioner to be critical in their reflection, taking them from mere reflection, to allow there to be a challenge on one’s personal values and self, which will lead to a critique of oneself. 

School and class context
In accordance with the ethical guidelines set out by the British Educational Research Association, BERA, (2018) the researcher is providing the school, staff, and learners anonymity throughout this paper in order to protect their rights and interests. The educational setting in which the critical incidences were observed is an inner-city school with a total of 522 learners of mixed gender, ranging from nursery to year 6. To give greater context, since 2015 the school has an extremely high percentage, in comparison to the local authority (LA), 28.3%, and the Welsh average, 12.9%, of black, Asian and minority ethnic (BAME) pupils, sitting consistently around 90%. The school also see a tremendous contrast to both averages again when looking at those learners attending that have English as an additional language (EAL), which currently sits at 79.2% as opposed to 17.4% and 6% respectfully. In the schools latest 2016 Esytn report it noted over 30 different ethnic groups and almost 30 different languages within the school.  The school sits fairly close to the averages in comparison to the previous in regard to its free school meals (FSM) of 25.9% with the LA being 21.5% and Wales as 21.3%. 
Two of the three year 6 classes formed base for the researcher’s time at the school, with almost equal time spent observing each. 

Critical incident linked to Donaldson’s Four Purposes
The critical incident the researcher has decided to explore in this paper can be found in appendix 2. Upon return to the classroom after morning play the year 6 class were reminded of their stringent handwashing policy, which had been put into place since the return to the classroom after the COVID-19 global pandemic. Outside the classrooms glass sliding doors were the designated sink of the class. The researcher remained in the class whilst the learners re-entered the class. In order to check all learners had returned back into the class and to wash their own hands, the teacher left the classroom. With their departure the volume in the class environment noticeably increased upon the learners return to the class, with some leaners stood chatting to friends, others kneeling on chairs laughing with peers; whilst learners of one table from the four were all sat down chatting amongst themselves in a respectful manner. Upon their return the teacher announced in a calm tone “Well done green group, you are showing me you are ready to learn.” This ignited a dramatic change in those students not displaying the expected behaviour that had been highlighted by the teacher’s single sentence. The learners all took their seats with the class volume reduced to a minimal in order to emulate the approved behaviour of the ‘green table’. This critical incident observed provided scope to several links to the Four Purposes for the Curriculum for Wales 2022 (Welsh Government, 2010), which were firstly set by Donaldson (2015) in his curriculum review. The observation of expected behaviour lends itself to encouraging the learners to be ambitious and capable as their desire to hold themselves accountable to high standards of behaviour which may have been set together as a class or as a school. This may also be linked to the ethical, informed citizens purpose as acknowledging their own and class behaviour the learners are presented with an opportunity to understand the impact of their decisions and what impact that may have on their learning environment. Finally, there are links within this critical incident to the mutual respect between the learners and the teacher which may be as a result of the positive relationship formed as the teacher did inform the researcher that they had worked with some of the learners in previous years, linking with the purpose of developing learners who are healthy, confident individuals. All of these links together move the learner towards the awareness and control of one of the integral skills to the four purposes - personal effectiveness. 

Literature review
The observation of this event attracted the attention of the observer as it instantly began offering questions on the effectiveness of the teacher’s action and, in turn, the compliance of the class. Beginning this process of analysis therefore transformed the typical event, that may occur on a daily basis, into a critical incident (Tripp, 2012). Utilising these initial questions and taking a deeper reflection on the incident has led to the following aspects and theories to be explored in order to not only gain a richer understanding of why it occurred and the incidents significance, but to best support the practitioner in their future development (Tripp, 2010). 

Behaviour management 
Since 1974 the use and knowledge of Lee Canter’s ‘assertive discipline’ has been used to create positive learning environments by over 1.5 million educators (Canter, 2010) and forms a key part in the schools in question’s relationships and behaviour policy: 

Assertive discipline is the underwritten policy in governing behaviour in ………………………………. Assertive teachers communicate their influences by sending a very clear message to their pupils. They encourage our children to take responsibility for their own behaviour. It provides an opportunity for the children to change their behaviour if they choose to do so, however staff understand that for some children their behaviour is not a choice. Assertive discipline assumes a partnership between staff, pupils and parents in the management of behaviour. (……………………………..., 2021, p2-3).  

The actions of the teacher, providing the critical incident, tie in directly with what Canter determines the key to assertive discipline; “catching students being good – and letting them know that you like it” (1989, p. 58). This practise of communication between the learner displaying the desired behaviour and the teacher, not only provides praise in the form of positive reinforcement but it also enables the teacher to correct undesired behaviour without using negative consequences as these should only be used as a last resort (Canter 1989). Maag (2001) recommends that teachers should plan for the occurrence of positive reinforcement into their behaviour management strategy as without this forethought they enter the possible risk of promoting inappropriate behaviours, opposed to being successful in the appropriate and desired behaviour being increased. A study by Leflot et al. (2010) investigates the implementation of the classroom preventive intervention - the ‘good behaviour game’ - which enables teachers to promote appropriate behaviour by providing tools to reduce the undesired disruptive behaviour they may be presented with by learners. The results emphasised the role of the behaviour management strategies conducted by the teacher as when the use of negative language was reduced during intervention, the likelihood of those learners in the class displaying disruptive behaviour decreased and predicted an improvement in on-task behaviour. Improving behaviour is an important component in achieving a reduction in the development of inappropriate, negative behaviour (Leflot et al. 2010). This suggests that teachers should not immediately jump to addressing inappropriate behaviour with a punishment or consequence, instead focus on how else the behaviour can be addressed by acknowledging that the negative behaviour is chosen, so by indirectly referring to it in the form of praising those displaying good behaviour, the learner is given the learning opportunity to decide if their actions are appropriate.  The result of this study supports Maag in his method for attainment of appropriate behaviours through positive reinforcement, while overall advocating the assertive discipline of Canter. 
Alternatively, Kohn (1999) disagrees with the use of rewards to praise behaviour. Though within his research he does not refer to positive reinforcement specifically, in his examples of reward e.g., sweets, extra playtime, etc., it still can fall in line with the examples. Their use is criticised by Kohn (1999) as although they may provide a moment of short-term success in influencing behaviour, they should not be relied upon. Once a learner is feed purely through extrinsic reward they may find it difficult to acquire their own intrinsic motivation. Kohn (1999) carries on in suggesting that the factor of whether the reward leads to long term change is what its use should be judged upon. Although this does support Canter in determining behaviour as a choice, as it suggest behaviour can be changed with reward, it also provides an alternative view on how useful the reward of positive reinforcement is in terms of achieving long term behavioural change.  When looking in terms of learning schools, Ertmer and Newby (2013) discuss that the behavioural school outlook, in which positive reinforcement lies, is appropriate for situations where a low level of cognitive processing is required. They do however argue that when a learner is required to use a higher level of cognitive processing, they are best learnt through the use of constructivist approaches, which essentially allow learners to construct their own learning. While the positive reinforcement may produce results of appropriate behaviour and have these behaviours reoccur in the future, the learner’s behaviour has only changed as a reaction to the conditions in the classroom and in turn does not provide scope for assessment of the mental process that was needed for the change to occur (Winn, 1990, cited in Ertmer and Newby, 2013). This suggests that although the learner’s behaviour may turn to that of which is desired by the teacher, they will not be aware of how and why they change their behaviour. It is important here to consider the notion that leaners are individuals and therefore should be treated as such; the way in which one learner responds to positive feedback will not be a standard across the whole class (Ellis and Tod, 2015). This highlights the need for teachers to be aware of learners needs in order to find tailored solutions to manage both appropriate and inappropriate behaviour, thus strengthening the teacher-learner relationship. A point for consideration is proposed by Maag (2001) who insinuates that the ease of forming these relationships and to effectively integrate positive reinforcement in one’s behaviour management practice, leans more towards teachers in a primary setting due the high-contact time with their learners.       

Teacher-Student Relationships
Parsonson substantiates this point in direct relation to managing behaviour in class, specifically suggesting that those who “support and encourage all of the students in the classroom effectively, and who identify and target appropriate and desired behaviours with positive reinforcement” (2012, p 21) will increase the successfulness and effectiveness of their behaviour management. This implies that without a strong teacher-student relationship foundation this desired effective behaviour management may be difficult to acquire and master. These relationships are considered of “paramount importance” by Ellis and Tod (2015, p 24) as not all behavioural difficulties stem from the school environment, instead are potentially brought into school from home life. They have also been deemed by Martin and Dowson (2009, p351) as “cornerstones” for the ability to function effectually in young people, not only academically but socially too. This provides a great responsibility for teachers and other professional adults who interact with learners to prioritise the relationship. Ellis and Tod (2015) explored these difficulties and determine that despite the competencies of the teacher in the desired areas to create the ideal teacher-student relationship, (communication, conflict resolution, empathy etc.) the successfulness of the relationship is determined alone by the leaner as their individual experiences and interpretations are subjective. Split et al. (2011) noted that although there is a wealth of research considering the influence of teacher-student relationships on the development of children, there was far less in relation to how these relationships can and do affect the professional and personal lives of the teacher. With support of Baumeister et al. (2001) they determine that if a few negative and conflicting relationships are formed this will have a greater effect on the well-being of the teacher than having close relationships or even that of a distant nature with other children. In connection with behaviour management, the teacher-student relationship should be carefully considered as they are influential on the self-beliefs and behaviour of learners, but more so in those who have a differing conflictual relationship with their teacher year on year as with each different teacher-student relationship there is an equally different dynamic (Ansari et al. 2020). However, Newberry and Davis (2008, cited in Split and Koomen, 2009) state that in order to control these conflictual realtionships teachers will supress negative feelings and distance themselves emotionally. Although the teachers may feel that they are responding in a professional fashion by acting in this supportive manner, learners may still be aware of the withheld emotions and their effect on the teacher (Babad, 1990, cited in Split and Koomen, 2009). These relationships are influential then not only on the learner but must be reflected upon from a teacher’s perspective too. 

Reflection and evaluation informing next steps
The research undertaken into the generalised area of behaviour management allowed link of assertive discipline and a stem of positive reinforcement to be explored. It is clear to see from the school’s relationships and behaviour policy that they aim to operate under an assertive discipline in relation to behaviour management across the school; observing the critical incident also demonstrated its presence. The immediate change in behaviour observed after the teachers’ interjection supports and substantiates Canter’s (2010) theory for acknowledging positive behaviour and praising it in order to acquire the behaviour desired by the teacher along with protecting the self-esteem of the learner (Canter and Canter, 1992). By using positive reinforcement as a tool to influence the undesired behaviour, the teacher acknowledges, in line with assertive discipline, that the behaviour of their learners is chosen. By drawing the class’ attention to the desired behaviour displayed by ‘green group’ no punishment was necessary to influence behaviour. This approach however does not take into account for any students with additional learning needs whom behaviour may not be chosen, and therefore may have found it difficult to acknowledge the use of positive reinforcement as an indicator that their behaviour needs to be changed. 
Although the actions of the teacher seem very simple and could be easily imitated, the research undertaken suggests that there are unseen cognitive processes happening beneath the surface (reword). Exploring reflective practice and models of reflection, can enable this to be investigated. Founding research of reflective practice can be followed back to the work of Dewey in 1910 and 1933 and has since gone on to influence further research and models (Ellis and Tod, 2015). This is evident in Myers’ framework of reflective practice, which determines nine dimensions to the act. While the use of this model is created for experience professionals it is also directed to those in their early career and students, suggesting that the process of reflection should be utilised by all despite levels of knowledge and experience. It is however important to acknowledge that although the model presents the dimensions linearly, Zwozdiak-Myers (2012, p 4) states that “any one dimension can provide the initial catalyst for reflective practice”. Drawing on the resarch above, the relation to the under looked aspect of the professional and personal lives of the teacher (Split et al. 2011) Gibbs’ reflective cycle could be used to draw greater attention to this. Within the six stages of the model, Gibbs (1988, cited in Markkanen et al. 2020) requires the reactions and feelings if the professional to be explored not only after the experience but during also. Although the teacher handled the situation professionally and in accordance with the school’s assertive approach, it still remains unclear as to whether they were able to use this and further stages of evaluating the situation and analysing the situation (Gibbs, 1988, cited in Markkanen et al. 2020) as the incident materialised in order to compose their own feelings. If so, this reflection may have led to the diffusion of the situation before it and the behaviour of the learners escalated, in turn protecting the emotions of both parties. This links to Schön’s method of demonstrating the ability to evaluate performance and draw on theory in real-time – reflection in action (1983, cited in Ellis and Tod, 2015). The effectiveness of the teachers one given line may be due to their experience and the standard of their relationships with the class as a whole and individually, as the research of Martin and Dowson (2009) earlier discussed, suggests that this strong bond will allow for successful behaviour both in an educational and social sense. Using Mayers’ fifth dimension, exploring alternative possibilities, could be useful as an initial catalyst in determining if this approach would have been as effective if a new learner were to join the class, as the teacher would therefore not be able to rely on a developed and secure teacher-student relationship.

Next steps
The evaluation on the situation through Tripp’s (2012) critical incident approach, along with reflection undertaken using the models, have be used to create a series of next steps to be used to influence future practice. The importance of being able to effectively monitor and evaluate one’s own performance during teaching has been noted however its mastery is considered a highly accomplished skill which therefore leaves Schön’s model of reflection in action (1983, cited in Ellis and Tod, 2015) to be strived towards rather than immediately learnt as a new practitioner. Another aspect that will be taken into constructing future practice and used in the foundations of teaching is the essential need for strong relations to be made with each learner interacted with. Research has highlighted the damming effect that even one negative teacher-student relationship can pose on teachers’ well-being and performance along with that of the learner. An environment where learners feel acknowledged and appreciated can influence not only their academic performance, but the shared level of respect is evident in the learner’s responsiveness when behaviour is questioned and addressed, therefore increasing the successfulness of behaviour management strategies. 

Conclusion 
Exploring behaviour management provided a solid starting point which then allowed the areas of positive reinforcement and the use of rewards to influence behaviour, this then led to the teacher-student relationship being explored in relation to its influence on the successfulness of the behaviour management approach used in class. Drawing on this research to explore the incident through reflection and evaluation enabled the incident to successfully become critical (Tripp, 2012). Following this, a further stem of research could be undertaken in the potential connection and influence the teacher-student relationship has on the intrinsic motivation levels of learners to comply with and respect teacher instructions and expectations. The implementation of reflection in one’s practice, whether as a student teacher or experienced, expert teacher, allows the practitioner to not only successfully excel in the development, maintenance, and extension of their professional capabilities, but to more crucially to their responsibility to contribute to the standard of education of learners, which follows from a commitment to the improvement in the quality of teaching (Pollard, 2014). The use of critical incidents not only contribute to these roles of the reflective practitioner but within Wales it will help to secure the attainment of the professional standards for teaching. There are two clear aspects in which reflective practice supports these. First in support of professional learning and its continuation – reflective practice is committed to and actively used to allow professional learning and development to arise through the support of the professional learning passport. Secondly in support of collaboration as the process and outcomes of reflection may be enhanced when seeking advice and support from colleagues, especially in the early stages of teaching practice as engaging with the experience and knowledge surroundings can help with the natural challenges in teaching. Pollard (2014, p. 68) determines teaching as a “dynamic and responsive process,” by cementing reflective practice in the foundations of teaching it provides a tool of immense support to practitioners in a “profession in which development and learning are continuous.” 
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Appendices 

Appendix 1
OBSERVATION / FIELD NOTES

Record 1
	Date and time, year group: 22/9/21  9:40am  Y6


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

Outside visitors came into class to conduct a ‘hate crime awareness’ presentation. Three visitors in total came into class however it was predominantly presented by one of the visitors. 
Students were sat at tables in ability groups of between 4-6.  
Teacher positioned near a group of 4 – all of which have EAL.



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

During the presentation the visitor was struggling to get in-depth and well-constructed answers, with most answering in 2-3 words. When one child began to answer more fully, she became lost in her thoughts “um, oh, what am I trying to say,” however the visitor moved on after the child said, “oh never mind.”
Later in the presentation a child sat near the teacher expressed a thought to his peers. The teacher, sitting near to help facilitate their thoughts asked the child “would you like to share this with the group?” The child was unsure but with this encouragement the child then raised their hand and responded to the visitor’s question. 
The teacher was also stepping in to support these children when the question asked by the visitor did not achieve a response. They immediately broke down the question and re-worded until the children were seen to understand and therefore trigger a response. 
As the session progressed the visitor became more comfortable and began engaging in group discussions.




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

· Teacher – student relationships
· Confidence 

	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)

Three visitors in class who are unfamiliar to the students and teacher. PowerPoint presentation on white board with text and images. 









Appendix 2

OBSERVATION / FIELD NOTES

Record 2
	Date and time, year group:  22/9/21. 11:20  Y6


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

After morning break. Children asked to sit in their literacy seats after washing their hands. 





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

“Well done green group, you are showing me you are ready.”
The teacher’s message to a group as they entered into the classroom after ensuring all the children had finished washing their hands after playtime. 
A loud environment which involved children talking, kneeling on chairs, laughing with peers, dramatically changed as the message was delivered by the teacher. Those children in other groups quickly sat in their chairs to emulate the behaviour of ‘green group’.




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

· Behaviour management theories - Assertive discipline (Lee and Canter, mid 70’s) – catch students being good to reinforce positive behaviour.
· Strong expectations are set by teacher, when these are not met and the teacher has acknowledged this the children demonstrated their need and desire to please the teacher and conform with the expectations
· Polite children – does this reflect home relationships? (Bronfrenbrenner)
· The schools ‘Relationships and Behaviour Policy’ document.



	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)

After break












Appendix 3

OBSERVATION / FIELD NOTES

Record 3
	Date and time, year group:  23/9/21  10:20  Y6


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

Maths. 4 ability groups - 2 working with teacher, 2 independent (1 on a ‘challenge’, 1 on a ‘mission’ outside of the classroom). 


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

Observing higher ability group of 6 children on their independent ‘challenge’.
Teacher introduced the differentiated independent task and reminded the groups of what level they should start at, either bronze, silver, or gold - the group working on the task were reminded to always start at silver. 
The teacher asked the children to copy the work exactly as it was present in the word document, to use a ruler and pencil to draw the table. The teacher then completed an example on the board but using more simple numbers. The task involved adding, subtracting, and place value, however only adding and subtracting were spoken about during the teachers input. 
Children set off working independently and competently as task began with adding and subtracting – children used whiteboards to do their workings out. Throughout the task the children asked each other for help but hands began to raise to ask for support when it come to the place value questions. The teacher stopped the group as the questions became more regular, “Right, pens down, I want eyes on me.” The teacher then explained how to complete the place value question on the board and assured the children that it was ok they didn’t understand/remember how to do it, “Don’t worry, we’ll go over this in a couple of weeks.”
After the explanation the group seemed to become more relaxed and all attempted to complete the questions.
The teacher returned to the group at the end of the session to go through the answers as a group.


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

· Making sure they had the prior knowledge to be able to complete the task independently – gaps in knowledge.
· Resilience in learners.
· Independent tasks – pros/cons
· 4 purposes – ambitious, capable


	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)

Morning session.
Small amount of information was given in the input – not all aspects of what the children would encounter in the task were explained.



