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Introduction

The following essay will explore the analysis of a critical incident based on Tripp’s Critical Incident Methodology of 1993 (Tripp, 2012). The critical incident was recognised, following an observation of a St Thomas Primary School classroom. The intention of the observation was to understand how incidents that occur every day, can change the course of a lesson and adapt each teacher’s own teaching methods, as well as, a learner’s experience in the classroom. In addition to this, my personal objective was to understand how to recognise critical incidents when I eventually face these types of situations, in my own classroom. Based on Tripp’s model, an incident can only be considered ‘critical’ by the observer and so, each opinion can be different and each adaptation based on a critical incident will be different (Tripp, 2012). According to Tripp, a critical incident can appear ‘typical’ at first glance and it is only after reflection, that it can be considered critical (Tripp, 2012). The significance of an event can be interpreted differently; it is how we interpret the significance of a situation that determines whether or not it is a critical incident. Tripp’s critical incident methodology highlights the importance of self-reflection and practicing reflection as a teacher (Tripp, 2012). It is portrayed that a critical incident can be either a positive or negative event but both will lead to reflection and modification which should have a positive effect on the observer’s teaching methods, in the future. Tripp mentions that the book was written to underline the advantages of ‘professional judgement’ and the importance of ‘combining knowledge with experience’ (Tripp, 2012). This skill, combined with self-reflection can have a positive impact on teaching practices. According to Cowan, reflection can unlock potential of an individual (Cowan, 2006). In the observation, there were five tables in the classroom and they were separated based on ability. Specifically, there were two tables which consisted of higher ability pupils but they were both divided into more able males and more able females. There were a few incidents that can be considered critical with further analysis but, the critical incident that I have decided to focus on, centres around the higher ability table of males. It is clear that this particular classroom does not follow the mixed ability grouping technique. The layout of a classroom can have an impact on the development of the learner, as external influences can affect how children learn. This will be explored more when reviewing literature which links to the critical incident, in question. 

Literature Review

The literature that will be discussed, will concentrate on attention, wellbeing of the learner, different options to avoid a critical incident such as this, occurring again and external influences that can affect a learner’s experience in the classroom. 
According to a video which was produced by Brook Lapping Productions, managing behaviour can be linked with keeping the attention of the class (Brook Lapping Productions, 2005). During the video, they provide solutions to the problem of losing the class’s attention and how to avoid this. This links to the critical incident because it centres around losing the attention of the learner due to the learner focussing on something else. In this instance, it would be gaining the attention of the teacher and keeping his hand up for a long period of time in order to contribute in class. Furthermore, this could highlight the pressures of contributing in a classroom environment and feeling the need to participate in class. This is supported by the research paper written by Angela Rekers-Power (Rekers-Power, 2019). This research paper introduces the idea that there are expectations that every school has, whether it be subconscious or not. This could indicate that there is a pressure on learners to contribute in a classroom which could provide an explanation as to why the learner kept their hand up for a long period of time and which led to the critical incident occurring. In addition to this, the source portrays that there should be equal opportunities for every learner to contribute in the classroom. This highlights that there was a problem with the fact that the learner tried to contribute for a long period of time and wasn’t chosen to share his ideas with the class. He did not have an opportunity to participate, like Rekers-Power proposed (Rekers-Power, 2019). This further supports that this event should be considered a critical incident and there should be modifications with the way ideas are collected in a group scenario and how learners can share ideas with a class. 
An article titled ‘Whole-Group Response Strategies to Promote Student Engagement in Inclusive Classrooms’ introduces the point that there are strategies to promote student engagement and involvement in the classroom, specifically, in group scenarios (Nagro et al., 2016). Furthermore, it is said that question and answer sessions in group scenarios can create ‘high rates of opportunities’ for learners to contribute, whether it be ‘verbal, gestural, written or digital modes of responding’ (Nagro et al., 2016). Having said that, the critical incident occurred during a question and response scenario between the teacher and the pupils; it could be said that although questions can encourage responses, it is difficult to gather ideas from every pupil that wants to engage and respond. 
Building on the literature that has been discussed, the critical incident can be linked to the wellbeing of the learner. Wellbeing can be linked to confidence. I reviewed a book titled ‘The Wellbeing Curriculum’ by Andrew Cowley, which discusses children’s wellbeing in school and how it is prioritised and should be prioritised (Cowley, 2021). It is portrayed that relationships are built between the teachers and the learners which have an impact on the wellbeing of the child. Additionally, it is conveyed that interactions between the learner and the teacher affects the relationships that are built in the classroom and as a result, the wellbeing of the child. Linking this point to the critical incident, it can be said that the interaction may have an effect on the wellbeing of the child in terms of being and feeling heard. This is supported by the journal, written by Carie Green; Listening to Children: Exploring Intuitive Strategies and Interactive Methods in a Study of Children's Special Places (Green, 2012). It is stated that ‘Young children desire to have their creative ideas and thoughts heard.’ (Green, 2012). This proves that listening to a child’s ideas can build on their confidence and have a positive impact on their wellbeing. Going back to the critical incident, the learner did not have the opportunity to share their ideas which could have had a negative impact on their wellbeing and so, proves the incident to be critical. 
The learning environment can influence a child’s development and have an effect on a learner’s experience in the classroom; this is supported by the book titled ‘Classroom Management: Creating a Positive Learning Environment’, by Hue Ming-tak and Li Wai-shing (Ming-tak & Wai-shing, 2008). This book highlights the importance of creating a positive environment in the classroom and how to successfully do so, which will benefit students. This can relate to seating plans and the type of grouping used in a classroom. As I have discussed, the critical incident occurred in a classroom with grouping based on ability. This classroom environment can affect the learners and cause the critical incident to happen. For example, the child had his hand up for a while and he wasn’t chosen to participate. However, the learners who were sat in lower ability were chosen to participate, frequently. This could suggest a problem with grouping based on ability where lower ability is chosen by the teacher more than others. This introduces the idea of mixed ability grouping and how it could provide a solution to the problem. According to Nilford Hove, mixed ability grouping creatives an ‘inclusive’ classroom and gives an opportunity to ‘respect and celebrate the differences of learners’, instead of focussing on the way in which they are different (Hove, 2022). Clearly, this presents an advantage of mixed ability grouping. On the other hand, according to Merve Bekiryazici, mixed ability grouping is a challenge that teachers face (Bekiryazici, 2014). It is explained in the journal that it is difficult to meet the needs of every single child in a mixed ability classroom because every learner is different in terms of ‘abilities, backgrounds and interests.’ (Bekiryazici, 2014). This conveys a disadvantage of mixed ability grouping. However, a main theme in Vygotsky’s work was social development among learners (Kozulin, 2003).  It could be said that mixed ability grouping encourages peer support and simultaneously, has a positive impact on social development. If we bring in Piaget’s theory of cognitive development, there is not a lot of thought towards levels of ability among children (Ault, 1977). This shows a clear difference between the two; following Piaget’s theory, mixed ability grouping would not be beneficial to the learner. However, regarding the critical incident, mixed ability grouping could have helped avoid the event. 

Case Study

The aim of the observation was to analyse a critical incident based on Tripp’s critical incident methodology. A few events that at first seemed typical but after review, I believe to be critical. There is one in particular that I feel, should help form the next teaching steps and change the methods of teaching that I adopt, in the future. The group of learners I observed was a Year 4 class in St Thomas Primary School. The theme of the lesson was inferences. The class was making inferences based on a picture on the whiteboard. The teacher asked for volunteers to share their ideas to the class. I noticed that a learner put his hand up in attempt to participate in the lesson. Despite keeping his hand up for a long period of time, the teacher did not choose him to speak. The lesson then moved on; the teacher was sharing the learning intentions to the class and asked for volunteers again, to read them aloud. The same learner put his hand up in order to contribute, again. Yet, he was not chosen to read aloud but still, he kept his hand in the air. This was the moment that I felt the event could be regarded as critical and I believed that it would be beneficial to analyse the event even further. As I have mentioned, the class was divided into groups based on ability. The learner that I have chosen to concentrate on was sat in a more able group. I felt as though the lower ability learners who were volunteering to contribute were chosen to speak aloud, more than any other group of learners. Especially, the more able group. Later on in the lesson observation, while the pupils were completing an individual task, the learner put his hand up again, in order to seek help from the teacher. The fact that the learner had his hand up for a while instead of completing his work, was a cause for concern. Eventually, the learner was helped by the teacher and continued with his work but for me, a large amount of time had been wasted while the learner was seeking support rather than completing the task at hand. 
I have chosen to focus on the problems that could arise from this critical incident. I feel that the wellbeing of the learner is a challenge that could be faced, following this critical incident. For example, the child could not feel heard or feel that their ideas aren’t valid or accepted. There is an article published by the BBC titled ‘Help your child cope with their feelings’ which highlights the importance of listening to children, whether it be feelings or ideas (BBC, 2023). When a learner has an opportunity to share their ideas and feel heard, it can boost their confidence and wellbeing. This is supported by Angela Greenwood (Greenwood, 2019). Greenwood illustrates the significance of teachers understanding children’s emotions when it comes to development in a school environment. There is a lot of pressure on children and teachers to build relationships which have an impact on wellbeing. The critical incident could have an impact on the learner’s wellbeing if they feel that their idea is not as important as others’, which is why the learner kept their hand up for a long period of time. This is further supported by Carie Green and her opinion of children’s needs to have their ideas and thoughts heard (Green, 2012). Building on confidence, creating ambitious and confident learners is a main aim of the new curriculum for Wales and one of the four purposes of education (Welsh Government, 2023). This further proves that this incident is critical because it could affect the confidence of the learner which goes against the new curriculum (Welsh Government, 2023). I feel that this will help mould my teaching strategies and aid in forming the identification for my next teaching steps. 
There are factors that need to be considered such as why the critical incident occurred in the first place. After the observation, I feel that the biggest challenge was how the group were divided; based on ability. While observing, I noticed that the group of lower ability learners had more opportunity to contribute, compared to other pupils in the class. This begs the question, if the class was not divided into groups based on ability, would more learners from different groups have more opportunity to share their ideas? Moreover, it could be said that if seating based on ability was not a factor, the critical incident could have been avoided. This illustrates that the seating arrangement in the classroom could be a cause of the critical incident and adopting a different arrangement could be a solution. This raises the argument of mixed ability groups and seating. Referring back to Nilford Hove’s work on mixed ability grouping, it can be beneficial in regards to wellbeing; differences are celebrated and children are treated the same (Hove, 2022). In addition to this, there is evidence to suggest that mixed ability grouping can promote peer support. This can be seen in Maretha J. Visser’s work, ‘Implementing Peer Support in Schools: Using a Theoretical Framework in Action Research’ (Visser, 2004). It is stated that peer support is beneficial for the learner; ‘could provide guidance, support and behavioural models for learners.’ (Visser, 2004). Having said that, there is evidence to suggest that mixed ability grouping is not the best arrangement for learners, in an academic sense. According to an article, published by ‘Child Development’, ability grouping is beneficial for the learner because a teacher can easily tailor their lessons based on an individual’s/ group’s ability (Papachristou et al., 2022). 

Teaching and learning methods 

Regarding teaching and learning methods that I would adopt based on the observation, the critical incident and the literature that I have reviewed, I want to keep in line with the New Curriculum for Wales. Especially, the Four Purposes of Education because the focus should be on the child; their wellbeing and their development. 
Based on the observation and the critical incident, I would choose a different method of collecting ideas and answers from a classroom. There was a clear problem with choosing a learner to contribute in the classroom; lots of children were not chosen to share their ideas, including, the learner that I have decided to focus on, after the observation. Perhaps, a different method of collecting ideas could be going around each table and asking two pupils from each group to share their answers. In addition to this, one could avoid asking for pupils to put their hands up, at all. Instead, they could use a name generator that can be found online. For example, the website titled Wheel of Names could be used as a free resource (Wheel of Names, 2023). Another option could be to create your own resource for generating names. For example, pick names out of a hat; names on lollipop sticks and pick them out of a cup, sharing ideas with a partner etc. There are lots of ways to avoid a learner feeling left out if they are not chosen. I feel that this would have a positive impact on the learner because they would have the opportunity to share their ideas and feel heard. In addition to this, without the option of putting their hand up, the learner will be more focused on the task and can’t be distracted by trying to get the teacher’s attention. Having said that, there could be some disadvantages to these methods. If a learner is chosen to speak and they don’t want to share their ideas, they could feel pressure which could affect their wellbeing. According to Steare et al. (2023) there is an association between academic pressure and mental health among young people. This highlights that there is a pressure for young people to participate in class. To overcome this, I will ensure that my classroom is a safe space to share our thoughts and ideas but, a learner can choose not to, also. 
Another method I would adopt, based on the observation would be, a change in the seating arrangement. I feel that there are problems with the seating arrangement regarding the critical incident; ability grouping. The critical incident occurred because the learner kept his hand up for a long period of time and wasn’t chosen. However, learners from lower ability groups were chosen, regularly. I feel that this led to the critical incident that I am analysing. As a result, I would adapt my own teaching methods to avoid this. Instead, I would introduce mixed ability grouping to the classroom. This encourages peer support and independence. However, there can be limitations and challenges to mixed ability grouping. According to an article by Deirdre McGillicuddy and Dympna Devine, their research brings to light the negative impact that ability grouping has on ‘academic and social learning experiences’ among children (McGillicuddy & Devine, 2020). Additionally, there is the added pressure of differentiation. Every teacher needs to differentiate based on ability but mixed ability grouping makes this even harder. A teacher has to set tasks to challenge the pupils, while ensuring that success is attainable for every learner. An article by Joyce VanTassel-Baska introduces the theory that self-reflection and being open to observation is the key to successful differentiation as a teacher (VanTassel- Baska, 2012). Therefore, to overcome the challenges that I may face with differentiation in a mixed ability classroom, I will accept criticism and ‘learn from experience’ (VanTassel-Baska, 2012). In terms of differentiation, after reviewing Jerome Bruner’s Spiral Curriculum, I have been introduced to the fact that every child can learn the same thing but it has to be taught in the right way; ‘We begin with the hypothesis that any subject can be taught in some intellectually honest form to any child at any stage of development’ (Schur, 1970). This highlights the importance of differentiation and shows that you can teach the same things to any learner in any stage of development; as long as it is taught in the correct way. In addition to this, another method I could develop is, a system where in some tasks, the children are divided based on ability and other times, ability is mixed. I feel that this would have a positive impact on the learners’ cognitive development, as well as social. Again, this links to Vygotsky’s theory that social development is the basis of cognitive development and it should be the focus of all development objectives (Kozulin, 2003). 

Discussion

On reflection of the critical incident, I feel that it will have an impact on my personal pedagogy. The main quality of my personal pedagogy is making the learners feel comfortable, welcome and accepted in my classroom. In terms of the critical incident, it could be said that an incident such as this could make a child feel isolated and not listened to. Completely, this goes against my pedagogy as an aspiring teacher and therefore, I will learn from this incident and observation. I realised that the learner could feel that their ideas are not valid or accepted in a classroom, if they keep their hand up for a long period of time, without being chosen by the teacher to share their ideas with the group. Especially, if there are other groups that are being chosen to share frequently. Based on literature that I have read; I know that feeling comfortable and listened to in a classroom can build on a learner’s confidence and well-being. There is a clear connection with my pedagogy to the new curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2023). As I have mentioned, the main element of my pedagogy is creating a warm, comfortable and welcome environment where children can grow which, in effect, will create healthy and confident individuals and have a positive influence on a learner’s wellbeing (Welsh Government, 2023). This is supported by Carie Green (Green, 2012). 
Another element of my pedagogy is, creating an environment where children want to learn and every learner is interested in the topic being studied. This links to the critical incident because, I observed that the learner who kept their hand up for a long period of time was only focused on receiving attention from the teacher, rather than the task at hand. I would avoid using the ‘hands up’ technique regularly, to gather and share ideas. For me, it is a priority that a learner is interested in the task and the topic, rather than keeping their hand up or any other external influences that can distract a learner. According to Hanley et al. (2017) There can be many distractions in a classroom which draw the learners’ attention away from the work. This proves the incident I have observed, to be critical. Furthermore, this will influence my pedagogy and teaching methods, in order to avoid this. I feel that by changing the way ideas are collected and considering any possible distractions in a classroom, the learner will benefit and concentrate more, on the work. In this instance, I feel that the learner would have benefitted from a different way to share ideas as he did not complete his work, based on the fact he was concentrating on keeping his hand up and trying to gain the teacher’s attention. 
Another main challenge that I feel, could have caused the critical incident in the first place was the layout of the classroom. The learner who was involved in the critical incident was sat at the back of the classroom which means that he was out of the direct sight of the teacher and so, it could have been more difficult to notice the learner, from the perspective of the teacher. Also, he was sat in a group of more able learners; the lower ability learners were chosen to participate, often. This presents the possible obstacles that ability grouping could cause. Another aspect of my pedagogy is to ensure that every child is treated fairly and has every opportunity to share their ideas when/ if they need to. This critical incident highlights the significance of equal opportunity for learners in school. Maria Marcu supports this in her article ‘Equal Opportunities through Education’ (Marcu, 2021). Marcu highlights that schools need to encourage participation ‘in all aspects of public life’ and how this can and why this should be done in schools (Marcu, 2021). This relates to my personal pedagogy; I believe that giving equal opportunities for all learners to share ideas will have a positive impact on wellbeing and confidence and avoid an incident similar to this, occurring again. 

Conclusion and recommendations

I am confident that my teaching methods and learning pedagogies would be successful in avoiding a critical incident, such as this, repeating itself. For example, using a different method to gather ideas instead of asking for volunteers to ensure every child who wants to participate, has the opportunity to do so. This ensures equal opportunities in the classroom which is a main aspect of my personal learning pedagogy. Also, it ensures that the attention of the learners is on the work at all times, instead of other distractions. I recommend that the pupil in the centre of the critical incident, be involved in an intervention. For example, there could be an intervention which focuses on concentration and techniques to ignore distractions and not let them take attention away from the work. In addition to this, I would introduce mixed ability grouping as well as ability grouping so, every pupil can feel listened to, when it comes to contributions and sharing. Again, this highlights another aspect of my pedagogy and I feel that it would benefit the learner by making them feel heard and valued. Also, there is evidence to suggest that this instigates peer support which is valuable for a learner. 
Additionally, the methods that I have set out to adopt, reach the Professional Learning Standards, specifically, understanding learner differences, the learning environment, instructional strategies and collaboration. Moving forward, I would include other standards in the adjustment of my teaching methods when I come across another critical incident, in my career. I believe that understanding Tripp’s critical incident methodology has improved the way I observe lessons and had a positive impact on how I determine the significance of different situations. In addition to this, I recommend the use of Tripp’s critical incident methodology in every classroom in the future, to recognise any situations similar to this, that could easily be avoided by a change in teaching and learning methods. Finally, I strongly recommend making a note of every incident that takes place in a classroom, when observing and teaching, that upon evaluation could be considered critical. It is the first step to self-reflection and improving every aspect of one’s teaching methods and learning pedagogy. I will be referring back to Tripp’s critical incident methodology and the value of self-reflection, in the future and I recommend that every teacher/ aspiring teacher, do the same. 
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