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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 aim of this essay is to observe and evaluate a critical incident using Tripp’s (2011) critical incident methodology. According to Tripp (2011) a critical incident may seem typical at first but become critical upon reflection. He talks about how an incident is critical in the way it reveals something about underlying motives, trends, and structures. Tripp also emphasises the importance of looking at these incidents within the wider context; especially the social context (Tripp D, 2011). As such, the context of the school in which the critical incident was observed has been included in this essay and will be referred to where appropriate to align with Tripp's methodology. 
The observed critical incident came from a video, played in the immersive room at University of Wales Trinity St David (UWTSD), of a Year 4 class in an English medium primary school in the Swansea area. The school is a two-form entry, with classes from nursery to year 6, with 435 children on roll. The percentage of children eligible for free school meals (FSM) is 29.0% which is more than the national average of 23%. In the school, 12.4% of children are identified with having additional learning needs (ALN), less than the national average of 16.1%, and 10.7% of children have English as an additional language (EAL) (Estyn, 2023)
The classroom had five tables, and different ability groups sat on each table. The back two tables were the higher ability children, one table of boys and one table of girls. The lower ability children sat closer to the front of the class. The table on the left had the lowest ability group with a teaching assistant (TA) supporting. The lesson the children were doing during the observed critical incident was about making inferences.
The observed critical incident focuses on the use of collaborative learning techniques within the classroom and the effects it has on children. Collaborative learning is when groups of children work together to complete a task, create something, or solve a problem. This will also be linked to the use of grouping in the classroom. There are many ways to group children, but this essay will focus on ability grouping and mixed-ability grouping. The rest of this essay will be spent evaluating these teaching methodologies.
Case Study 
The observed critical incident occurred in a Year 4 classroom during a lesson about making inferences. Information was provided about the class, such as the identification of a child with Additional Learning Needs (ALN) and children with English as an Additional Language (EAL). One important thing to note about the critical incident was that it was being recorded on camera, which may have affected the behaviour of the children. 
In the observed critical incident, the children were sat in groups around a table and each group had a different shoe to describe and make inferences about. The group sizes varied from 3 to 5 children per group. The groups were arranged by ability, and they all completed the same task but with a different shoe. The teacher had put a set of guide prompts on the board and had explained the task to the whole class before the children started to work in groups. The children worked together to complete this task and discussed ideas with each other. This links to social learning theories such as Vygotsky’s (1978) social constructivist theory that claims that children learn best when working with others. When the teacher was first explaining the task to the whole class, the higher ability groups (a table of boys and a table of girls) appeared to be less engaged. This was indicated through the children appearing to ‘stare into space’ or ‘daydream’ and find distractions such as twiddling with hair or pencils. This contrasted with their behaviour when working as a group on the task when the children were all talking on task about the shoe and actively working towards the task that the teacher had given the class. There was a teaching assistant (TA) working with another table of children specifically but not with the two higher ability groups. The teacher’s attention was, for the majority, focused on the lower ability groups that were sat nearer to the front of the classroom. 
Literature Review 
The observed critical incident identified collaborative learning and ability group seating as approaches to teaching in the primary classroom. It was noted that these methods influenced the learning of children, and as a result may also influence their progression. The following section will outline and evaluate multiple sources of literature related to collaborative learning, ability grouping and other related theories.
Ability Grouping
Grouping children by attainment is common in many educational settings, most see it as a good way to ensure the appropriate level of challenge is provided for each student. However, there is a distinct lack of strong evidence to support this claim, and in fact there is evidence to suggest that children in lower ability groups may be disadvantaged by this method of grouping children. There are also implications for inclusion when using this method as many lower ability groups experience lower expectations from teachers. In addition, a lot of children in lower ability groups may also be from disadvantaged groups which raises further concerns around inclusion (Francis and Archer, 2017). This is particularly relevant to the critical incident as the higher percentage of eligibility for free school meals suggests a higher level of deprivation in the area. Overall, eligibility for free school meals is seen as a good indicator of deprivation, however, it may not encompass all children from disadvantaged backgrounds (Taylor, 2018).
The research article by Francis and Archer (2017) also discusses the impact of learner’s perception of their ability group on their learning. Children in lower ability groups may have more negative views about school and learning, which may contribute towards lower achievement. The children become disengaged with the learning, and being in the lower group negatively impacts their confidence and self-esteem. However, the research is mixed with some stating that ability grouping has a negative effect and some stating a positive effect (Maurer, 2020). In addition, research shows that sometimes these negative effects are felt by the lower ability group, and some are felt by the higher ability group (Maurer, 2020). As such, these children may not challenge themselves in class, and may stagnate their progression. In the observed critical incident, it appeared that it was the higher ability groups that were becoming disengaged with the teaching. This could be because the teacher was more focussed on the lower ability groups, perhaps to negate the negative effects discussed above, and so the higher ability groups were feeling under-supported. A lot of the studies cited in this article are focusing on the use of ability grouping in secondary school, so the findings may not accurately portray the effects on primary children. However, it is still an important aspect to consider and may be an area for further research.
Collaborative Learning
Collaborative learning is defined as “an educational approach to teaching and learning that involves groups of children working together to solve a problem, complete a task, or create a product” (Laal and Laal, 2012, para 3). In the observed critical incident children were working together as a table to create inferences about a shoe. This model of teaching is underpinned by Vygotsky’s (1978) social learning theory. This theory suggests that people learn through interacting with others. One major idea in the theory is the “more knowledgeable other”, which is a person who can help the learner move through the zone of proximal development (Erbil, 2020). The Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) is described by Vygotsky (1978, Cited Doolittle, 1995 p 3) as “the distance between the actual developmental level as determined by independent problem solving and the level of potential development as determined though problem solving under adult guidance or in collaboration with a more knowledgeable others” However, as teaching moves towards a more student-led approach, it has been found that other children can also serve as a more knowledgeable other. Collaborative learning facilitates this process by allowing children to work together and learn from each other. Research has shown that there are many benefits to collaborative learning as an educational model (Laal and Ghodsi, 2012). 
One benefit is the development of social skills amongst children. This is an important skill for primary school children to develop as it is something they will use throughout their life. Collaborative learning can provide opportunities for children to work together to solve problems, both academically and socially. Research shows that prolonged engagement in collaborative learning increases social support within the classroom (Johnson et al, 1985). Collaborative learning can allow children to practise conflict resolution skills, which allows them to use these skills outside the classroom as well. Working together with others is almost unavoidable in life so it is truly a very important skill for children to develop. At the same time as developing their social and problem-solving skills, they are developing their oracy, which is particularly pertinent for the primary setting. Development of oracy skills can support the development of other literacy skills such as reading and writing. Research has found that collaborative learning techniques can promote better comprehension of reading material (Rojas-Drummond, 2012).
Teaching and Learning Methods and Discussion (1400)
The observation of this critical incident allowed for further evaluation and reflection upon the teaching and learning practices used within the classroom, and the effectiveness of these practices. These can then be used to inform my own future practice in the classroom, which will be discussed here.
Grouping.
In response to the critical incident, I would choose to adopt a mixed ability approach to the seating of the children within the classroom. During the observed critical incident, it was noted that the higher ability children, sat in two groups, were more disengaged during the introduction to the lesson and therefore may have missed critical learning opportunities. The literature suggests that using ability groups may negatively impact the learning and progression of the lower attaining children (Ross and Harrison, 1997).  In the observed critical incident, it appeared that it was the higher ability group that were experiencing the negative impacts of the ability grouping during the introduction to the lesson. 
One strength of using a mixed ability group approach is that the higher ability children can support the lower ability children. This is not to suggest that they should replace the teacher in any way, but teaching content to others is a good way to cement learning and may provide the children with the challenge they need and as such keep them engaged with the lesson. In addition, this would also mean that the teacher could visit all children at every table and provide support to the higher children without taking away from the lower children. Another strength is that mixed ability groups remove the segregation in the classroom, there is no “smart table” or “stupid table” there are just tables. This again could help negate the negative impacts on children that have been observed when using traditional ability groups, such as low self-esteem and confidence.
However, one weakness of this approach could be that the lower ability children start to lean against the higher ability children, and instead of learning the content they are essentially copying what the higher ability children do. Another weakness is that there is still the possibility that the higher ability children would not be challenged as much, and the lower ability children could be left behind. It has been said as an evaluation of mixed ability groups, that this method is only successful when used by high achieving teachers who are able to provide for the needs of all the children. However, a lot of the research conducted in this area was based on secondary school classes. The findings of the research are still relevant to consider in the primary education sector, but it may be a point for future research to investigate the effects in primary school more specifically.
All that said, I believe that using this approach in my future classroom would have a positive effect on the learning and progression of the children. Mixed ability grouping would allow different students to interact with each other and could avoid the negative impacts described above that are associated with using ability grouping.
Collaborative Learning.
I would also take every opportunity within my classroom to include aspects of collaborative learning, some examples of which include small group discussions, group projects and working together in pairs. It was observed that the children who were previously disengaged with the teaching became more engaged when participating in the collaborative task. The literature suggests that there are many social, psychological, and academic benefits of collaborative learning as a teaching model (Laal and Ghodsi, 2011). 
The strengths of this method are children can support each other, often correcting each other on errors. Each member of the group will have different strengths, perspectives and expertise and they are able to share this with the other children that they are working with. This allows children to understand that they do not know everything, and it is useful to work collaboratively with others to reach their goals (Wang, 2009). This is useful for them in the future as it promotes social skills within a group dynamic, which is important in the workplace where often a lot of people need to work together to perform tasks. 
On the other hand, the weaknesses could be knowing when to use collaborative learning. Some research shows that collaborative learning can sometimes hinder children learning and performance, known as collaborative inhibition. Collaborative inhibition is the idea that when people remember together, they recall less when alone. A lot of the reasons for this are social based such as assuming someone else will do the work or worrying that their work will be judged by others (Nokes-Malak, Richey and Gadgil, 2015). One could argue that the use of collaborative learning facilitates social development so eventually these problems would drop off. However, a study found that this was caused by interference due product recall and not the process of collaborative learning (Wright and Klumpp, 2004). Another weakness is that many of the studies were conducted in laboratory settings with adult participants, so the findings could be difficult to generalise to primary age children. Even so, the trends found in research are still relevant to consider when implementing this approach. 
I think that using this method of teaching would also positively impact the progression of children in the classroom. This approach has been shown to positively impact learning in the classroom in most cases. As a teacher, I would have to ensure that I am using collaborative learning techniques when it is appropriate to do so, and paying attention to the needs of the children in my classroom to see how they are responding to it. One thing I would be sure to do, based on the research I have read, is make sure the tasks are meaningful to the students, so they want to contribute. This ensure children are engaging in both the task itself and more motivated to include themselves in it, which promotes the social aspect of it.
Grouping x Collaborative Learning
Furthermore, I believe that the use of these two approaches together would be even more beneficial because by having children of mixed ability work together on a task, the higher ability children are modelling and scaffolding the work for the lower ability children. According to Vygotsky (1978) this is an important part of the learning process, and as such this method would support the lower abilities further alongside adult support and teacher direction. 
Conclusions and Recommendations (400)
The following section will aim to summarise the concepts that have been discussed during this essay and identify areas for possible further research.
According to the research outlined in this essay, collaborative learning has been shown to have a positive impact on learning within the classroom. However, many of the studies were conducted in laboratory settings on older participants, which is an issue in terms of validity and generalisation of these findings. Future research could focus on the use of these techniques within primary school classrooms and investigate whether the results are consistent with what is found in the current research. The method of collaborative learning links to the professional standard of learners leading learning under the main strand of pedagogy. This is because within these collaborative groups, the children are taking steps to work interdependently with one another, and they are in control of their learning as a group.
The research also shows that mixed ability grouping has more positive benefits than grouping by ability, including increased peer support and more positive views of themselves and of school. However, again most of these studies were conducted within the secondary school setting, creating problems for generalisation to the primary school setting. Future research could investigate the effects of different grouping methods on primary school aged children and analyse if the findings from the current research can be applied in these settings. The idea of grouping children links to the professional standard of managing the learning environment under the strand of pedagogy. This is due to the teacher encouraging support from other students and allowing children to take responsibility for finding support from others before the teacher.
In response to the observed critical incident, my recommendations would be to use more opportunities for collaborative learning, and to mix up the groups so that the children are able to help each other through peer support. This school often uses “C3B4ME” (see three before me) which encourages students to look elsewhere for answers before talking to the teacher. By having children in mixed ability groups, it is more likely that one of the children will be able to provide the answer to the question being asked. This may not be as effective in ability grouping as the other children around them could all be struggling with the same thing.
In conclusion, the methods outlined in this essay would have a positive impact for the children in the class.
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