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Introduction 

This essay aims to critically evaluate an event that occurred in a classroom during a school day whilst using Tripp's (1993) critical incident technique, looking at student growth, as well as the major theories that support the holistic development of children and young people. The rationale of this exercise was to think about the value of reflective practice through classroom experiences and develop conclusions about what should happen next in terms of practice. 

A critical incident arises as a result of the way each of us as individuals interprets a situation (Tripp, 2011), by helping to pinpoint an underlying problem that has sparked intense emotions regarding a specific teaching scenario. This will then give teachers a way to reflect on their own experiences in an organised manner and be more conscious of the nature of their professional ideals and associated issues. The majority of critical incidents are usually straightforward accounts of very ordinary occurrences in daily professional practice, such as something you may have observed that made you question or pause for a minute (Mohammed, 2016). They are crucial in a somewhat different way because they reveal hidden patterns, reasons, and systems. At first glance, these situations seem more "typical" than "critical," yet upon closer inspection, they are revealed to be critical (Tripp, 2011). Critical events have grown to be an extensively utilised qualitative research technique in fields as diverse as nursing, counselling, and education and teaching, (Shapira-Lishchinsky, 2011). 

Reflective practice is a crucial component of practitioners' professional development (Moon, 2013). Within the educational setting, you must be able to reflect on your evolving practice at a deeper level, challenging your own methodology and presumptions, connecting with your emotions, and developing greater self-awareness (Bassot, 2015) in order to enhance teaching and learning processes in the classroom (Belvis et al., 2013). This is further supported by Thompson and Thompson (2023) who suggest reflection is a crucial tool for connecting theory to practice, however, ensuring theory is not replaced but rather entails using theory to better understand practice. 

Dewey (1933), a hugely famous philosopher, created a theory of education that placed a strong emphasis on experiential learning, 'learning by doing' as opposed to passive listening. He suggested there are three attributes of a reflective individual, these are open-mindedness, responsibility, and wholeheartedness (Miettinen, 2000). Kolb et al (1973) built upon Dewey's theory of education and proposed the learning cycle which states that after tangible experience is considered, actions taken in response to these considerations result in knowledge and learning, reflective practice is therefore advantageous for both students and teachers as a cognitive style. This practice is frequently referred to as critical reflection (Lisle, 2006). 

Three instances from the observation phase were documented as evidence and are all included in the appendices; one of these three incidents was selected for additional investigation and an in-depth discussion of reflective practice's theoretical underpinnings and how it applies to the teaching profession will be provided in the sections that follow. The critical incident discussed in this essay took place in an English medium secondary school based in the Neath Port Talbot area. The goals of the school are to ensure that all students achieve academic success and personally enhance themselves within a welcoming environment. They offer a vibrant and focused learning atmosphere that supports the development of all students' creative, intellectual, and social confidence and are dedicated to helping every child reach their full potential in a learning atmosphere that prioritises academic success, civility, and self-discipline. 

The school consist of approximately 1,200 mixed-gender pupils aged 11-16 who are divided into five-year groups, ranging from year 7 to year 11. The critical incident recorded occurred within a year seven class, during the fourth period on Tuesday 10th October 2023. 

In accordance with BERA Guidelines for educational research, all data must be kept confidential and anonymous (BERA, 2018). In order to adhere to these guidelines, the data collected such as the name of the school and pupils involved will remain anonymous. 



































Critical Incident Overview/Case Study  

As previously mentioned, numerous critical incidents that could be used for additional reflection to guide future teaching practice were brought to light during the school-based observations. The incident that was chosen for discussion in this assignment happened in a year seven class on a Tuesday afternoon during the fourth period. It is recorded in Appendix B and occurred on the first day of my teaching placement observations. To put the incident into context, the class consisted of 32 mixed-gender and ability students with one male teacher whose pronouns are he/him. The classroom was situated in a laboratory; therefore, the pupils sat around the laboratory benches on stools. The pupils were allocated to a seat where a variety of abilities were represented on each bench.

Whilst the students were lining up outside the classroom prior to the start of the lesson, the teacher went out and explained that all pupils were to collect their books off of the table and get out the relevant equipment ready to start which was to be completed in silence. The teacher noticed that child A had big, hooped earrings which was against the school's policy, so the teacher asked the pupil to remove them. Child A gave a little bit of attitude to the teacher but did eventually take them out, so they were already not off to a great start. 

They then began a starter activity which was recapping the previous lessons' content displayed on the board whilst the teacher carried out the register. During the starter activity, I kept being drawn to the behaviour of child A, whose pronouns are she/her and noticed her body language, lack of eye contact and engagement during the task. On observing this individual, it appeared that she had not attempted much of the task but instead was constantly looking around, trying to get other students' attention and distract them, whilst gazing around the room and looking into space, giving the impression she was bored and didn't want to be there. After the teacher had completed the register, he then went through the starter questions with them. He asked the students to raise their hand if they knew the answer to a question which he said are usually the 'more able pupils' but then cold-called one of the 'less able pupils' who did not have their hand up to try and challenge them. If they were not sure of the question or answer they could 'phone a friend' to help explain it to them and then try to answer again. 

Following this starter activity, they then moved on to the theory aspect of the lesson where the teacher displayed a PowerPoint presentation on creating graphs. During this presentation the teacher was using a didactic teaching style where he was directing the lesson and the students were listening, which is one of the 12 pedagogical principles. I again noticed child A messing around and not paying attention whilst drawing on her hand. 

Throughout the presentation, the teacher stopped to ask questions using the method previously mentioned. Child A always had her hand up to answer the questions but due to the teacher's method those with hands up were not chosen to answer. 

The teacher then gave the students a finisher activity to conclude the lesson, which was a worksheet for them to complete individually to gauge their understanding of the lesson's material. During this activity, all pupils including child A were engaged and concentrating on the activity. After a while, I noticed a few students including child A request an extension task from the teacher to provide them with a greater challenge. 

Once the lesson had finished and everyone had departed, I discussed with the teacher Child' A's altered behaviour during the PowerPoint contrasted to the activity at the end. He explained to me that child A is one of the 'more able' students and loses attention if not challenged enough, this is one of the issues he was aware of due to the year 7s being in mixed ability classes. 
A new curriculum for Wales was launched in 2020, with the intention of enabling schools to design their own curricula so that students can work towards the four purposes (Donaldson, 2015). These purposes outline the current requirements for education and serve as a benchmark for accomplishment throughout Wales (Welsh Government, 2023). The observed critical incident can be linked to 'ambitious, capable learners, ready to learn throughout their lives' because child A is a 'capable learner' but needs stimulation with an appropriate teaching style to remain engaged. 
































Literature Review 

This review will primarily address the ideas regarding the effects of the didactic teaching style in relation to the observed critical incident. It will then discuss the implications of mixed-ability classes within secondary schools and make connections between them and pertinent educational theories of practice.

To successfully teach a topic to students, teachers employ a number of strategies, with one of the most widely used techniques being lecturing which essentially is disseminating information to a large number (Charlton, 2006). The term 'lecture' can sometimes be referred to as the didactic style of teaching which involves the teacher defining, controlling, and directing the information being covered whilst the pupils just passively listen (Khan & Coomarasamy, 2006). The didactic teaching style is one of the most common and oldest approaches in teaching (Shaffer & Small, 2004). Bligh, (2000) states that didactic lectures enable teachers to effectively impart knowledge to students, especially in subjects that have a lot of information to cover in individual sessions. 

However, many argue that the didactic learning theory seems to restrict students' ability to study at higher levels (Jones et al, 2012). According to Binder (1990), studies have shown that the didactic approach is passive and is dependent on students' attention spans. It is said that individuals have an attention span of around 15 to 20 minutes after passive listening (Collins, 2007). After the presentation of the didactic teaching style, research has indicated that only a small percentage of students possess the abilities required to apply what they have learned in one setting to another; in fact, many students struggle to identify what they have already learned when the context is even slightly different (Angelo, 1993). Thus, the delivery of lectures can be enhanced by the introduction of novel techniques, making them both captivating and productive (Albaradie, 2018). For example, for students to be actively learning, they must participate in meaningful activities (Lucas et al., 2013).

Haidet et al (2004) carried out a study comparing the outcomes of a didactic teaching style in comparison to the active learning approach. The study discovered that the participant's knowledge and attitudes improved as a result of both didactic and active teaching approaches, with no apparent differences between the two groups. Those in the active teaching session were more engaged with the content of the session compared to those in the didactic session, On the other hand, those in the didactic teaching session thought the session was of more educational significance than the participants in the active session. They concluded that learners who are engaged in learner-to-learner interactions are more likely to be actively engaged in the lesson, but they may also place a lower value on the session.

As previously mentioned, the class that the critical incident was observed in was a year 7 mixed-ability class. The term 'mixed ability' refers to a range of learning styles and preferences, not only a range of academic abilities (Bremner, 2008). There are many factors that can affect mixed-ability classes that need to be taken into consideration, such as their readiness level, learning style, interests, prior knowledge, experiences, socioeconomic status, personality, and social skills (Valiandes, 2015). According to Bremner (2008) in order for a mixed-ability classroom to be successful, it is essential that all pupils are given the opportunity to achieve success and to develop as individuals. If teachers insist on teaching the 'average' child in the entirety of the class, it is unlikely to be successful. 
Regardless of the student's ability, each individual will work at different speeds and levels. It is said that approximately two-thirds of students will be working in accordance with their learning style unless the nature of the task varies. 

Classroom abilities fall into two categories: homogenous and heterogeneous. The heterogeneous groups include pupils with a wider range of skills and abilities who are placed together to work towards a shared objective. The goal of heterogeneous education is to increase the intellectual and social diversity of schools, with more students with special education needs (SEN) receiving instruction in 'regular' classrooms as opposed to being separated (Rytivaara, 2011). Whereas pupils in the homogenous ability group have comparable or identical talents and are set based on the teacher's first assessment of each pupil's readiness, their demonstrated performance, and their past knowledge (Tieso, 2005). Both these methods can have positive and negative effects on pupils' academic knowledge and can affect each individual's behaviour towards learning in different ways. 

As stated by Cohen & Lotan (1997) it is crucial that all classes are equitable, but heterogeneous classrooms in particular. This guarantees that both educators and learners believe every student is capable of acquiring both fundamental abilities and complex ideas, giving every student, regardless of ability, an equal chance to access difficult or more challenging materials. Ur (2005) stated that some of the most important challenges in heterogeneous classrooms are being able to maintain order; ensuring that every student is learning; locating relevant material; tracking individual progress in large classes; and encouraging participation from every student. 

According to Vygotsky's Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) theory, children gain from learning opportunities that are a little bit challenging for them. More accomplished students can support their friends' learning in mixed-ability classes by helping them reach their ZPD. This theory emphasises how social connections are essential to the learning process and how important it is to reflect this interaction process back to an individual's inner world (Erbil, 2020). He stated that social and cultural contexts are crucial for learning. Children and their partners share information through social interactions during directed learning in the zone of proximal development, which is the source of cognitive development.

This literature review suggests that the didactic style of teaching has both advantages and limitations. On the one hand, it allows the teacher to present a large amount of information to the class during one period of time. However, on the other hand, an overloaded amount of content presented can affect the amount understood or taken in by the students. It is also said that the students have a short attention span and need to be actively learning in order to understand the topic and learn. The literature also suggests that mixed-ability classes can be beneficial if the content of the lesson is presented in a way which targets all abilities to ensure no one is left out or falls behind. 




Teaching and Learning Methods / Discussion 

As previously mentioned, reflection is crucial for professional development (Moon, 2013). Upon reflection on the critical incident I observed, it has highlighted different aspects of teaching that I had not previously considered and will be pursuing. This section of the essay will highlight these aspects in more detail. In evaluating the incident, it is clear that both the didactic style of teaching and mixed-ability classes has an impact on the overall outcome of the lesson. 

Before I get into the reflection, I will briefly reiterate the critical incident observed. It took place in a year 7 mixed-ability class, containing 32 students. During both the starter activity and didactic aspect of the lesson I was drawn to one student's (child A) behaviour. They were disengaged and were acting as though they were bored and didn't want to be there. Despite this behaviour, child A always seemed to want to answer questions and during the worksheet asked for an extension task. Following this lesson, I discussed with the teacher my observations of child A. He discussed with me that child A was one of the 'more able' students in the class and lost engagement when not challenged enough. However, due to the class being mixed ability, the work needed to be suitable for all students. 

From contextualising the incident, I feel as though adapting to the didactic style of teaching could be more beneficial to help the students stay more engaged and focused during the lesson. I would adapt to this by introducing active learning, which has been developed to increase students' involvement and motivation while fostering the growth of their social, analytical, and problem-solving skills (Hanson & Moser, 2003). Through active participation in lectures, students can obtain knowledge and gain practical experience. Case-based learning (CBL), creating quizzes, and debating pertinent subjects are a few examples of active learning. CBL requires students to apply their knowledge to real-world circumstances and connect theory to practice in order to prepare them for their futures (Thistlewaite et al., 2012). According to Lucas et al (2013), engaging in meaningful activities is necessary for the student to be actively learning. This is also backed up by Collins (2007) who stated that individuals have an attention span of around 15 to 20 minutes after passive listening. This emphasises the fact that active learning also needs to be introduced to keep their focus.  

According to the constructivist learning theory, people learn by creating their own knowledge and making connections between new and old information to develop new or improved understanding (Donovan et al, 1999). Piaget and colleagues developed this theory, arguing that pupils can either integrate new material that contradicts their prior knowledge or modify an existing framework to include new information. In order to help students get a deeper comprehension of the content they are learning; active learning methodologies often directly challenge them to make connections between the new material and their own conceptual frameworks. In different circumstances, teachers could design lessons that allow students to confront misconceptions and reconstruct their mental models with the help of more accurate information. In any case, the types of mental work that constructivist learning theory recognises as necessary for learning are promoted by tactics that facilitate active learning (Brame, 2016).

This is supported by John Dewey's (1938) experiential learning theory which states that learning should be grounded in real-life experiences rather than just abstract concepts. He argued that in order for learners to improve their understanding of the concepts, retain their knowledge and apply what they have learnt to different scenarios the students must be engaged with hands-on activities. 

The varied ability of the class was another feature that came to light during the critical event. I recognise that it was unavoidable at the time because the educational system had not yet separated the year seven students into sets. Nevertheless, when teaching a mixed-ability class 
Valiandes (2015) suggests that planning ahead is essential, although they must have the flexibility and adaptability to alter their lesson accordingly. To maximise students' personal and learning growth, the teacher must ensure that the content is differentiated and suitable for all (Landrum & McDuffie, 2010). According to Vygotsky (1986), students who are taught in regard to their readiness level, express higher levels of engagement and are more successful (Corley, 2005). However, this means that the teacher must know their class and recognise if students need differentiated work, which can be difficult for new teachers who don't know the students. 

Despite this one of the biggest challenges in teaching is said to be time, which is due to the fact that teachers have such a large workload. Sullivan et al. (2014) stated that this was one of the main reasons why more teachers do not create more complex problem-solving exercises to supplement their classes.

After taking these factors into consideration, prior to the lesson I would either talk to the teacher or if available, look at class charts, which is an online system that allows you to look at each student's analytics, in order to gain a better understanding of the classes ability and be aware of any additional learning needs. Moving forward, I would ensure that I direct my lesson suitable for all abilities, for example, ensuring that I provide the lower ability students with scaffolded work to help support them, whereas I would create more complex work with relevant challenging questions on for the more able students. This would ensure that all students had tasks to complete to help them stay focused and ensure they are engaged with the task. 















Conclusion/ Recommendation 

Through school observations, this assignment required us to critically evaluate and reflect on a critical incident that occurred using Tripp's (1993) reflective practice methodology. To conclude, there are numerous studies that suggest that didactic learning restricts students' ability to study at higher levels (Jones et al, 2012) and only some students have the ability to transfer what they have learnt in one scenario to another (Angelo, 1993). To overcome this, active learning is encouraged which allows students to gain hands-on experience and participate in engaging activities (Lucas et al., 2013). Studies suggest that several factors can affect mixed-ability classes such as the student's readiness level, learning styles, prior knowledge, and social skills (Valiandes, 2015). However, mixed ability classes can be effective regarding the delivery of the content is sufficient and the teacher is flexible and adaptable throughout (Landrum & McDuffie, 2010).

In future practice both active learning and scaffolded/challenging work is something that I will utilise in order to maximise students' engagement levels and ensure that they all have a task to complete. To do this, I will produce relevant worksheets and resources prior to the lesson which will be available for all. I will also make sure that I am aware of all student's backgrounds in order to gain a better understanding of them. My final consideration would be to plan additional activities or resources in case things are not going to plan which will ensure that I am always adaptable and flexible. 
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Appendices


Appendix A 

Date, Time, and Year group -Tuesday 10th October in a year 8 class at approximately 2:20pm. 

Where and When - During the theory aspect of the lesson on The Carbon Cycle. 

What Happened? – During the lesson one child had their hand up for a long time waiting for the teacher’s attention to help with a question. This student was aware of the classrooms rules which was do not shout out, therefore sat there and waiting patiently. By the time the teacher acknowledged the student they had forgot what they were going to say and were then behind with the activity. 

Areas of possible exploration – 
· The effects of putting your hand up
· Class engagement 
· Classroom behaviour 

Notes – Make children aware that they can speak out if they are waiting too long. 




























Appendix B

Date, Time, and Year group –Tuesday 10th October year 7 class fourth period

Where and When- During a science lesson when they were creating graphs.

What Happened? –Throughout the whole lesson I noticed one students’ lack of engagement and behaviour towards the lesson. This child was turning around and disrupting the other class members and not paying attention. When the teacher carried out a Q&A, this child in particular constantly had their hand up, however the teacher never selected them to speak. Following this, I noticed this child ask for an extension task as they had completed the one that had been given, this shocked me as the behaviour beforehand suggested that the child was not engaged or listening. Upon speaking to the teacher, I was told that that student gets bored easily if not challenged and this is one of the limitations that the school is facing due to the mixed ability classes.  

Areas of possible exploration – 
· Student engagement 
· Didactic teaching 
· Mixed ability classes 






























Appendix C

Date, Time, and Year group – Wednesday 24th October in a year 8 class at approximately 11:25am.

Where and When- During group activities. 

What Happened? – The teacher divided the class into groups of 4 to complete a team activity. One child kicked off and started shouting across the class because they were not put in a group with their friends and thought they were put in a group with the lower ability students. This effected the whole class and the teacher then had to move the groups around because they were not working together. 

Areas of possible exploration – 
· Group work pros and cons 
· Classroom activities 



