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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
The use of critical incidents is often used as a form of reflection, as well as a tool for professional and personal growth. Tripp categorises a critical incident as, “An interpretation of the significance of an event,” (Tripp. D 2012: 35) going on to elaborate as to how they are analysed, “Critical incidents are produced by the way we look at a situation.” (Tripp. D 2012: 35). By considering Tripp’s viewpoint, a critical incident isn’t necessarily an exciting or unusual event, but rather, it can a mundane occurrence, but with an in-depth analysis, that creates a critical stance. As briefly mentioned, the use of critical incidents can be used as a means of reflection, both individually and collectively, when experiences are shared. In other words, critical incidents, “Promote reflection on our teaching practice and help to gain insights into the intricate dynamics shaping the increasingly diverse learning community.” (Kwok et al, 2005: 36). In this specific critical incident, the idea of student autonomy as well as the role of the teacher and classroom culture will be explored. The initial event occurred when two students in a high ability science class, knocked over their experiment, causing glass to shatter and liquid to spill. Yet, instead of immediately cleaning the mess, the students waited for over five minutes, before asking their teacher if they could clean the mess up; rather than asking for where the cleaning items were located. By focussing on this incident, three further avenues will be explored, as well as any potential learning outcomes and conclusions drawn. 
Observation 
The environment where this critical incident occurred was an, “11 to 18 comprehensive school…categorised as ‘English-medium with significant Welsh’.” (Estyn, 2019: 1). Interestingly, despite the school being categorised as English medium, “Around 65% of pupils completed their primary education through the medium of Welsh.” (Estyn, 2019: 1). The particular age group that was being observed when the critical incident occurred was a high ability year nine, predominantly Welsh speaking science class. On a national basis, it’s averaged that, “16% of children [in Wales] are ‘eligible for and claiming’ free school meals.” (childrenssociety.org.uk 2018). The percentage of pupils in this school* claiming free school meals, was estimated at 16.7%, meaning it was just above the national average. This suggests a fairly average level of deprivation in this area, which is usually used as an indicator for educational progression and exam success. However, this isn’t always an accurate reflection of a pupil’s performance. Although, it does allow for a general overview of individual schools as well as a summary for the area. 
Additionally, the school currently stands in a yellow support category. Schools across Wales, once inspected, are categorised into four colours, green, yellow, amber and red. These colours are used to gage the number of days needed to support the school in implementing an intervention strategy; either four, ten, fifteen or twenty-five days respectively. Factors determining the allocated colour are, “Information on how a school is led and managed, the quality of learning and teaching, and the level of support and challenge needed to improve.” (gov.wales 2019) 
Methodology 
The observation that was undertook in this circumstance was primarily of a non-participant style. The researcher was situated at the rear of a classroom, observing all pupils in their natural classroom environment. The style of the observation was also very structured in its nature, ensuring the researcher had a clear outline and criteria to adhere to, when in the classroom. The behaviour that needed to be adapted was also stated by Cohen, Manion and Morrison, “The observer adopts a passive, non-intrusive role, merely noting down the incidence of the factors being studied…observations are entered on an observational schedule.” (Cohen. L, Manion. L, and Morrison. K, 2011: 459). However, while the observation was non-participant in its intent, it has been argued by many that even the presence of a stranger in the classroom, especially one taking notes, alters the dynamics of the observed group. For instance, “The fact that the workers felt they were the objectives of special attention from management and that this condition motivated them to produce more than might be normally expected.” (Cook. D and King. J, 1968: 93). This principle is known as the Hawthorne Effect. This sociological effect however, is paradoxical in its nature. Since, it’s of the view that a class will behave differently when being observed, it cannot be proved or disproved because of its very nature; one would have to observe a class to notice the changes in behaviour. Therefore, it would not be possible to state whether the conduct observed on this instance, was indeed true for all classroom interactions. 
The use of critical incidents, or case studies, in teaching is recognised as a crucial practice for self-reflection and professional progression. Their purpose is to serve as a tool for analysing classroom culture in both familiar and unknown classroom territories. However, there are many different observation techniques that can be used to observe children in a classroom environment. The most obvious of which, is participant observation, where the researcher takes notes, very much like non-participants, but are also actively involved in the participation of the lesson. “Participant observation is when you, as a researcher, participate in the activities of the group being observed, in the same manner as its members, with or without their knowing that they are being observed.” (Kumar. R, 2014: 173). While this method, to a certain extent, limits the influence of the Hawthorne Effect, it doesn’t prevent it indefinitely. Additionally, both methods can also possess a degree of observer bias; which is most prevalent in structured observations, as the researcher is most likely to have predisposition of what they are going to observe, and how to record such behaviour. The reasoning for the use of non-participant observation for this critical incident, was that the researcher sought qualitative data; as much a true reflection of the classroom as possible. Thereby allowing the students to carry out their work in their usual manner, this was hopefully achieved in the findings. 
Moreover, methods of classroom observation fall into two main categories, either the quantitative or qualitative approach. By carrying out a quantitative approach to a case study, the data the observer is usually hoping to accumulate will contain, statistics, graphs and other forms of empirical data. “At the heart of the quantitative approach is a belief that the effectiveness of teachers can be improved if a body of knowledge is established which shows that they should do more of some things and less of others.” (Wragg. T, 2013: 9). On the other hand, the data collected by a qualitative approach will be of a much broader nature, usually containing the use of interviews, and will be much harder to quantify, as it’s usually personal and therefore varies considerably. Thus, it would be incorrect to assume one approach is more effective than the other as the decision to choose an approach is solely down to the researcher and the information they hope to obtain.
The Four Purposes
Professor Graham Donaldson is the leading force behind Wales’ new curriculum and assessment reform. The review was carried out across the entirety of Wales and his findings and recommendations were outlined in ‘Successful Futures’. Donaldson claims that the fundamental purpose of his report was to highlight, “The critical and enduring importance of education for the long-term success and well-being of each and every child and young person in Wales, and ultimately for the social, cultural and economic health of the country itself.” (Donaldson. G, 2015: 105). Also outlined in the report were twelve pedagogical principles and four purposes that should underpin the whole education system and curriculum reform in Wales. The four purposes are: ambitious and capable learners, enterprising creative contributors, healthy, confident individuals and finally, ethical, informed citizens. While it could be said that an effective curriculum should possess these four aspects intrinsically, their influence on the curriculum reform is paramount. 
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Figure 1: “Successful Futures: The Four Purposes” (gov.wales 2019)



For this specific case study, it can in fact be effectively linked to all four of Donaldson’s purposes. For instance, the first purpose, ambitious and capable learners, is explicitly linked to this case study. Whereby, the pupils did not feel they possessed the necessary confidence of initiative to solve their own mistake, independent of the teacher. This also relates directly to the theory of pupil’s autonomy in the classroom, as is stated by Stefanou et al in Supporting Autonomy in the Classroom. He claims, “The goal for educators is to create and foster classrooms that support students in becoming truly autonomous or self-determined as learners.” (Stefanou. C et al. 2004: 99). This view very much echoes that of Donaldson’s. Additionally, the second purpose, healthy, confident individuals, is also closely intertwined with the observed incident. 
Assuming that under Donaldson, pupils will be equipped with all four purposes, one must assume that under the current educational curriculum, pupils are sufficiently lacking in such areas. For example, in this instance, the pupils, despite being in a high ability class, did not feel confident enough to admit that they had made a mistake, and required assistance from their teacher. As well as Stefanou’s work, the four purposes and this particular example can also relate to the 16 Habits of Mind. Costa himself clams that the habits of Mind can be used by “promoting students’ development of higher-order thinking skills, their development as self-directed, autonomous learners, and their mastery of academic content.” (Costa. A and Kallick. B, 2009: 180) 
Finally, Kirsty Williams, the Cabinet Secretary for Education in Wales has often commented on the education reform required in Wales. More recently, in a report published by the Welsh Government, commenting on the four purposes, she stated, “Our nation needs compassionate and well-rounded individuals who not only have a strong grasp of literacy, numeracy and digital competency, but also the critical thinking skills, imagination and resilience to excel…” (Williams. K, 2017: 42). Undoubtedly, Williams was a prominent instigator of the reform and a supporter of Donaldson, therefore her views on the importance of these changes is of great interest. Moreover, one can see clearly from her views, that they are closely aligned to that of Donaldson’s and the need for a more independent and critically thinking pupil population is paramount to the education reform. 
Literature Review
As previously mentioned, the critical incident that was observed is concerning student autonomy in the classroom, or lack thereof. As a result, the two avenues that will be explored to further support the theories investigated are; the impact of a Behaviourist approach in schools, further supported by other learning theories, and the classroom culture and role of the teacher, such as when pupils are expected to be quiet, and how pupils learn the classroom rituals and expectations. There are three main schools of thought concerning the development of children and their socialisation into their environments. These are; the Behaviourist, Constructivist and Humanism approach, all of which have fundamental differences. 
Behaviourism as a theory, considers the environment that subjects live and learn and decides that their behaviour is shaped by such constraints. John Watson, often considered the father of Behaviourism, shared his knowledge on the school environment and believes external factors play a pivotal role in shaping a child’s progression. This is supported by Colette and MacBlain who have wrote comprehensively on the three learning theories of childhoods. They state, “At birth, the human mind is a blank slate (tabula rasa) and that behaviour is shaped and maintained by environmental cues.” (Colette. G and MacBlain. S, 2015: 47). This interpretation corresponds with the traditional methods of teaching; where the teacher is seen as the holder of knowledge, and it’s their responsibility to share their knowledge and sculpt their students understanding. An example of this perspective in practice is the Michaela Community School in London. On their school website, part of their ethos states, “The goal is always that excellent behaviour and excellent learning should be second nature, not something that one has to work at constantly; it should simply be the way that we are.” (mcsbrent.co.uk)

Conversely the second theory, Constructivism, believes that children are very much the creators of their own academic progression. The forefathers being, Jean Piaget and Lev Vygotsky, who both carried out highly influential social experiments on how a child most effectively learns. The key difference between Behaviourism and Constructivism is that where Behaviourist-style teachers, teach content for the sole purpose of their students passing exams; Constructivist teachers, teach for an understanding of why and how content is necessary. Again, this can be seen in Colette and MacBlain’s book, where the effect of a child’s independent thinking is considered, “A Constructivist teacher creates a context for learning in which students can become engaged in interesting activities that encourage and facilitate learning.” (Colette. G and MacBlain. S, 2015: 109). Comparatively, this technique is much more active and student-led. There is also a much greater emphasis on the importance of group work and peer assessment, ensuring that children learn from each other and not just their teachers. Finally, the third perspective is from the Humanism school. Personalised, individual teaching is key to this view, where it is believed that children learn best through their own customisation of lesson structure and schooling as a whole. Underpinning the Humanistic viewpoint is that children take responsibility for their own learning, both mistakes and achievements. 
The environment where the critical incident occurred was one of a Constructivist approach with blended Behaviourist methods. Where the teacher initially modelled the correct method in front of the class, but then students conducted their work in pairs, writing their conclusions individually. Therefore, the classroom culture could be defined as fairly traditional; where the teacher is seen to be in charge of knowledge distribution. This is furthered by Biesta’s research into the role of the teacher, he found that the traditional style of teaching, of chalk and talk, was diminishing. “The Disappearance of teaching and the demise of the role of the teacher as someone who has something to say and something to bring.” (Biesta. G, 2013: 458). This view would imply that pupils no longer rely on their teachers for guidance at every point, yet this observed instance does not support that theory. Instead, it aligns itself with Dweck’s view on Learned Helplessness. Whereby, a pupil, who is given constant attention and is spoon-fed at every decision point, will result in the pupil no longer being able to make decisions independently. Instead they will turn to their teacher for constant reassurance and assistance. Comparatively, the influence of peer-assessment is more pivotal than ever. This can indeed be seen in the observed pair who smashed their experiment, neither of them chose to alert the teacher of the accident, and by doing so, depended on each other to both do and say nothing. 
Closely linked to the theory of Behaviourism is the notion of conditioning. Pavlov, a highly influential sociologist, looked at the way humans could be conditioned, or made to behave in a certain way, depending on their surroundings. The most infamous experiment of his included the use of dogs. In summary, Pavlov trained his dog to expect food when a bell was rung, and therefore created salivation from the dog. This meant that in short, before seeing food, the dog knew that if he reacted in a specific way, without even seeing food, he would be fed, hence conditioning. Interestingly, this theory can be put into practice in the classroom. A teacher can instil the expectations of both behaviour and academic progression in their pupils through many methods, such as praise and clear boundaries in class rules. For instance, this was supported by Rescorla,  and American psychologist, he claimed in an interview, that Pavlovian Conditioning was, “The learning system which is most responsible for the learning of reactions to objects and events in our environment.” (Rescorla. R, 1997: 286). As a result, it could be presumed that since the incident arose in a high ability year 9 class, the pupils had been conditioned by their teachers to behave and conduct themselves in a manner that limits the possibility of mistakes. Therefore, when the accident occurred, the pupils were most likely too embarrassed to inform their teacher, simply because of the conditioning of expectations and behaviour that they had experienced.
The second avenue that can be explored via this incident was the classroom culture and role of the teacher. Since, the fundamental issue discussed, is why the pupils did not inform their teacher immediately after the accident occurred, their assumption on the teacher’s reaction was paramount. The atmosphere of a classroom as well as the behaviour expectation is designed almost entirely by the teacher. Although to an extent, the over-arching school policies will also be upheld in individual classrooms by all. Gert Biesta, considered an expert in pedagogical studies, and also a supporter of the Constructivist approach has long since researched the role of the teacher in the classroom. “The misconception of the teacher being solely a facilitator, which was based on the constructivist perspective… yet, it’s quite on the contrary, the teacher must actively participate in student learning through challenging the student and promoting critical thinking and mediation.” (Guilherme. A, Steren dos Santos. B, Spagnolo. C, 2017: 863). This again supports the theory of a teacher’s expectations being considered of the utmost importance. The more traditional view of a teacher being the holder of all knowledge and it being their responsibility to disseminate such knowledge is heavily disputed. Instead, it is countered that it is their responsibility to activate this knowledge already embedded in pupils. This can be seen most blatantly in the form of modelling. Where a teacher demonstrates the correct method in front of the class, providing the necessary scaffolding and equipment required for pupils to carry out their work independently. An example of this was seen in the observed case study.
Moreover, Doug Lemov has claimed in his book, Teach Like A Champion, that there are five basic principles that need to be achieved in order to obtain a successful learning atmosphere and a stable classroom culture. These include: discipline, control, management, influence and engagement. He goes on further to explain that all five must be implemented by the teacher, or there will be an unstable learning environment. “Too often teachers have not taken the time to teach their students, step by step, what successful learning behaviour looks like.” (Lemov. D, 2010: 146). Referring back to the incident at hand, the school’s policies were implemented in the classroom, as well as a clear classroom culture. Whereby, on entering the science classroom, all students locked their belongings away in lockers, and covered their clothes with a white jacket and collected protective eye goggles from storage. This routine had clearly been instilled in the pupils from their very first lesson with their teacher, as all pupils knew where all items were and did so without being told to.
	Additionally, the use of praise in classrooms is crucially important in establishing an effective classroom culture. However, it is important to gage the correct timing and frequency of praise, as the use of empty praise can be just as ineffective as no praise at all. This is supported by Lemov again who states, “Positive reinforcement is one of the most powerful tools in every classroom… it should happen three times as often as criticism and correction.” (Lemov. D, 2010: 210). This could also assist in the understanding as to why the students chose not to notify their teacher of their mistake; for positive reinforcement was not as prevalent as criticism was in this scenario. Finally, the use of praise is a fairly controversial practice as it envelops a number of techniques; both verbal and reward-based. This has been noted by many educational psychologists, such as this, “The utility of different types of praise may change with development; older students respond to effort-, process-, and product-related praise, whereas younger students respond to person-focused praise and prefer praise related to ability.” (Fefer. S, DeMagistris. J, Shuttleton. C, 2016: 154). However, once again, since the observed incident occurred in a year 9 classroom, one would assume that the praise or indeed criticism, that pupils would receive would be an amalgamation of the two forms. For instance, the pupils would have appreciated product-related praise, if they had completed their experiment successfully, but only individualised personal praise as the work was completed in pairs and independently. 
Next Steps
The next steps or ‘action plan’ following a critical incident are crucial to individual and professional development. As always there is scope for improvement and the ability to reflect and change practice accordingly is an invaluable tool. The main obstacle that I encountered when observing a classroom, was that the observation itself had a fairly narrow focus, in that the researcher had to pin-point a seemingly mundane event, but analyse it in great depth. Personally, I found that trying to divert my attention to a small-scale case study was a disadvantage in a busy classroom as I felt that the bigger picture, the classroom dynamic as a whole, was slightly neglected. This is discussed further by Brookfield, who claims that when carrying out an observation, a researcher must later use the four lens model. “Critical reflection happens when we unearth and challenge assumptions… primarily through the four lenses of students’ eyes, colleagues’ perceptions, personal experiences, and theory.” (Brookfield. S, 2013: 59). Therefore, it’s crucial when evaluating your own performance, that you consider different perspectives in order to have a well-informed conclusion on how to move forward. Similarly, it’s important to consider not only different perspectives to the incident observed, but also different teaching styles. 
	The teaching style observed in this classroom was mainly a Socio-Constructivist approach with slight Behaviourist tendencies. In which the pupils were arranged in a seating plan, facing the teacher while she wrote the lesson’s purpose and what pupils would need to achieve on the whiteboard. The need for different styles of teaching varies considerably over not only year and ability groups but also subjects. For example, a Drama class will be much more energetic and require a greater input from pupils than perhaps a traditional experiment-based science lesson would; which was the environment where this incident occurred. “Although creative methods of teaching are often posited as being superior to more teacher-led approaches, student responses suggest that requiring them to participate in creative activities can lead to resistance and disengagement.” (Wood. A, 2018: 308) However, the correct teaching technique for classes, is ultimately down to teacher discretion as inevitably they know their classes best. Therefore, for this case study, it is difficult to say whether the teaching style used was correct, as my subject area is notably different to the lesson observed. Furthermore, having only observed this class for an hour, it would be incorrect and unethical to criticise the teacher’s instruction due to the experience and knowledge of their class. 
	With Donaldson’s new curriculum reform, there is a much greater emphasis on individual learning and autonomy in the classroom, compared to years previously. This would imply that educators and the Education Secretary, Kirsty Williams, have collectively recognised a flaw in the education of Welsh children. As I have noted in Appendix 1 – Arc Model 1, the overall impression I had from this incident was that of confusion. As to why the pupils didn’t immediately notify their teacher of their mistake. Additionally, I also noted that schools are often criticised for prescribing knowledge rather than teaching understanding, and this was potentially noted in this lesson. 
	Personally, going forward, there are many aspects of this lesson that can be implemented across the curriculum. For instance, the use of modelling in front of the class is a crucial part of the scaffolding that pupils require when first learning a topic. Also, the use of pair work in completing a task, but an individual write up of the information collected by pupils is an excellent method of establishing understanding. Whereby, pupils feel comfortable in their pairs carrying out the work, but by writing their own results, allows the teacher to assess individual understanding without having to call out names. The use of observation and reflective models is vital to professional growth, and being given the opportunity to observe an established teacher in their classroom at an early stage of one’s career was also invaluable. While techniques such as modelling and pair work can be implemented in my own work, perhaps other methods such as ‘chalk and talk’ are perhaps not as useful as questioning and applying previous knowledge through short tasks such as lesson starters.
Conclusion
In conclusion, as previously mentioned, the method of critical observation is essential to improve one’s own professional development. It is even more essential in the ever-evolving world of teaching. This theory is supported by Tripp, when discussing the benefits of using critical incidents to a career. “One compelling reason for using critical incidents is that the conditions under which teacher work and are educated and certified are rapidly changing.” (Tripp. D, 2002: 152). Furthermore, by undertaking a lesson observation at the early stages of professional development is highly beneficial to student teachers as it gives an insight into other subject areas that they wouldn’t normally have the chance to observe but also allows an awareness of how other teachers construct their lessons and the teaching styles they adopt. Whether it is observed that these styles are perhaps not best-fitted to a class or whether they are indeed. Moreover, on a national scale, the use of critical reflection is now  expected of educational practitioners via the Professional Standards outlined by the Welsh government. Outlined in the Professional standards, the changes should, “Enable practitioners to reflect on their practice, individually and collectively, against nationally agreed standards of effective practice and affirm and celebrate their successes.” (hwb.gov.wales). Therefore, the use of reflective practice is now not only a desired skill, but also an expected teaching objective in Wales under the new curriculum reform. Conversely, there is also an emphasis on not just teaching critical reflection, but also leading it, where schools are looking to be pioneers in the field of reflective practice. Finally, noted in individual Professional Learning Passports (PLPs), is the emphasis on reflection also being taught to pupils. Where the use of reflection to better your own performance is filtered down through the teaching community to the pupils themselves. “Reflection with learners is planned by the teacher as a natural part of the learning experience and leads learners to consider their behaviour and outlook.” (ewc.wales/v3.pebblepad.co..uk).
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