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Introduction 

This essay will involve a case study of a group of learners based on an observation of a critical incident. Firstly, an outline of what a critical incident is will be outlined and what the critical incident chosen entails. Throughout this essay, literature that relates to this critical incident such as theories will be discussed and analyzed regarding the links to the incident. A critical incident is an event that takes place that causes the practitioner to stop and think about why something has happened. These incidents can be positive and negative that cause that thinking process to occur. Having the ability to reflect on critical incidents in the learning environment allows practitioner to analyse what happened not just at a superficial level, but by going even deeper, to ask questions such as ‘why did something happen?’ or ‘is it a good or a bad thing?’. By being able to reflect on these incidents with greater depth, practitioners can potentially have better understanding of learning experiences and provide better practice (Tripp, 2011). Being able to be reflecting critically furthers deeper thinking to incidents that occur and improves practitioners learning. Practitioners who can critically reflect are taking accountability for their teaching practices which can increase future solutions (Sicora 2017). 
XXXXXXXX (2023) The critical incident that has been chosen for this essay is an incident based in a year four class with one teacher and one support staff for an individual learner. This part of the lesson was a discussion-based task that involved the teacher questioning and the students answering. The students were provided with a picture on the main board, the students had to write on their own whiteboards what they could see and what they thought about the picture on the main board. Once the students had their answers the teacher asked for some answers to share to the class. There were some learners that never put their hands up even though they had an answer on their whiteboard and looked disengaged with the task, these learners avoided eye contact with the teacher and other students in the class. The other small group of learners continued to answer all the questions being asked providing their hands up for all questions. The learners that were disengaged look like they were lacking in confidence to provide what they had written on their boards.

Explanation of case study 

The class being observed was a year 4 class with approximately thirty different students, taking part in a whole class activity. The observed class was set up into five tables of learners that were grouped by ability level. The higher ability tables were placed at the back of the classroom, with the lower ability groups were placed at the front. Dupriez (2010) discusses the use of grouping in a learning environment and how classes grouped by ability can have effects to an individual’s learning. It is suggested that by placing same ability students in groups provides them with their individual needs properly met, although there is other, contrasting viewpoints to same ability grouping. In comparison to this, Tieso (2003) suggests that socially learners could be affected by this type of grouping. By being placed in these groups, it could potentially affect a student’s self-efficacy which in turn can influence people’s beliefs of one’s capabilities.
The critical incident observed here was a teacher led activity of questioning and answering. The learners had to write down what they thought about a picture provided to them on the board at the front of the class. Next, the class teacher asked for some answers and picked on a few learners to provide their ideas back to the class. The learners that were picked by the teacher were students that were raising their hands up ready to answer. This started the progress of critical thinking, causing me to stop and wonder why the same hands were going up every time a question was asked, and then what was stopping all the students putting their hands up as well? Additionally, why was it a choice for who could answer by just putting their hands up instead of picking at random from the students within the class. The students that never put their hand up were looking down at their boards not eager to engage in the discussion or provide any contribution to provide an answer or to develop further discussion. Trivedi and Mehta (2019) suggest that Maslow’s theory of human needs explains how different layers of needs can only be motivated to do in order of importance. These layers are outlined as a pyramid where the most important layer is at the base of the pyramid. Without these needs being met, individuals cannot move up to higher levels. For example, in the pyramid, friendships and relationships appears before self-esteem and confidence. If these layers have not been developed, this can have effects on the individuals next stage of esteem and so on. This observation made me think about how individuals engage in learning and how motivation plays a role in this, linking it back to meeting an individual’s needs.
The social learning theory also acknowledges perceived self-efficacy. Kristiina and David (2002) discuss the social cognition theory and how one’s behavior can be affected by one’s view on what they believe they are capable of and the potential consequences of their actions. This could be negative feedback or embarrassment. Although the learners were not engaging verbally, there were other learners eager to get involved in the task and provide many different answers. These learners were modelling what was expected by being a more knowledgeable other. Having others to model behaviors can allow the other learners to listen and compare different answers provided which can provide deeper meaning for those learners not answering, giving them initiative to think of their own answers. Also, by the students viewing the feedback being provided to those students answering can provide further confidence to improve such as positive feedback. This can improve individuals confidence to take part by viewing what the outcomes are for the other learners involved (Schachtman and Reilly 2011).  
As the lesson progressed, the teacher provided feedback to the students answers such as follow up questions and praise. The zone of proximal development (ZPT) can be linked to this form of teaching as scaffolding was used to support the learner’s progression for some of the learners. The furthering questioning allowed the learners that were providing the answers to provide more depth to their answers or add more information to basic or vague answers. This provides support for the individual learner they needed. This also showed students that were not comfortable answering to view these positive reinforcements and support (Schunk 2012). The learners providing the feedback were gaining scaffolding my receiving further questioning. The learners not engaged might not have had the correct scaffolds for them. As the task was set to write down your ideas the task might have been out of reach for those learners. Morgan and Skaggs (2016) acknowledge that for learning to be most effective the scaffolds need to match the individual learners needs. If the scaffolds are still out of reach they become to challenging and will cause learners to lose motivation.
These theories all relate to the development and learning of all learners. Senedd.wales. (2022) shares the new curriculum for Wales aim is to promote individuals and national well-being. The new curriculums focus is to work towards progression steps and remove the age-related expectations. 

Literature Review

The critical incident highlighted some key areas in literature of learning theories that can link to different areas of the incident that occurs. The case study above briefly highlighted these theories in context to the critical incident. The literature review will discuss these theories in more depth providing wider in-depth research to each theory. The key areas in literature to be discussed is Maslow hierarchy of human needs, behaviorism, and the social learning theory. All these theories have been acknowledged in the case study to relate to the critical incident. All these theories discuss development and confidence. 

Firstly, Abraham Maslow’s theory of human needs is well known in humanist psychology and is known for his hierarchy of needs. The hierarchy of needs is formed as a pyramid of needs that each have needs in each. His theory suggests that the most important needs are at the base of the pyramid such as food and shelter. Maslow believes that without having the most important sections of the pyramid fulfilled you cannot move up to the next section. One of the higher levels involves self-esteem, which is said to be out of reach without having the lower levels first (Poston, 2009). Loh, Schapper and Wrathall (2000) Outlines there are limitations to this theory as it can be argued to be over simplified. The concept of an individual’s basic needs is not easy to distinguish as each person as an individual as plenty of needs to be satisfied. Research suggested that there is a lack of evidence to support this theory as motivation levels can be difficult to measure and different for everyone. 

Behaviorism learning theory suggests that behaviors are acquired through interactions with the environment. This process is called conditioning, providing a reinforcement can affect the outcome behavior and can shape future actions. The use of positive and negative reinforcements can have effects on the individual’s outcomes. Negative reinforcements can be a form of punishment which should reduce these occurring again. On the other hand, positive reinforcements such as praise can be used to increase a desired behavior. This theory views how external factors can influence these behaviors (Schachtman and Reilly 2011).  Social cognitive theory suggested that human’s level of motivation as behaviors can be affected by ones perceived self-efficacy. Ones self-efficacy is affected by confidence levels someone will have to complete different tasks. Low levels of confidence will affect the amount of motivation and effort an individual will be put into something. Self-efficacy is based on individual experiences of success and failure. By experiencing high levels of failure, it can damage oneself efficacy (Lenz 2002). The students in the case study that were not providing answers were listening to the other learner’s answers. This suggests that they did not have the confidence to share their answers as a class but was taking part by acknowledging others. The learners that were providing these answers had the confidence to share. This is called modeling which is known as observational learning. By observing learners and the responses from the teacher they gained which can be negative or positive can play a role in if they will do the same behaviors they have viewed next time they are in that situation (Malik, 2021). 

In the critical incident the learning was discussion based by feeding back their ideas to the whole class. Analyzing the constructivist theory views leaning as a physical process that is deepened by being able to construct their own meaning. Piaget believed that learning is an active process and that it is a social activity (Hein, 1991). The work of Vygotsky links to Piaget’s had he did agree with some of the concepts within his work. He believed that learners need to be active learners to be able to make sense of things. In the critical incident the learners that were providing their hands up to the questions were voluntary participating in the learning environment. Vygotsky believed that learners learn through social interactions with others such as these answers being provided in the questioning by the teacher in the critical incident discussed (XXXXXXXX 2023). These zones are outlined to be what the learner can do alone, what they can do with help and what they cannot do. The zone of proximal development is the zone where the learner’s need assistance to develop. This could be anyone that is a more knowledgeable other to provide the support needed such as a teacher or peer. Fani, and Ghaemi (2011) states the zone of proximal development (ZPD) is an aspect of Vygotsky’s theory, which is levels of development that learners can achieve depending on the scaffolds being provided. The ZPD guidance can be from an adult or can be peer collaboration such as listening or group work. In this case of the critical incident the guidance is coming from both the teacher and peers. The teacher is providing follow up questions to the ones answering and the peers are providing the answers for other learners to listen too (XXXXXXXX 2023). Ameri (2020) suggests that the ZPD must involve a more knowledgeable other for the learner to gain the support needed as it needs to be slightly out of reach for them. 

Vygotsky believed that development can only occur with the interaction of others. His theory suggests that social interactions with others is a fundamental tool for individual learning. Within the ZPD this is called scaffolding. Moalosi (2013) analyses the use of a scaffolding approach, which can be provided in different ways. In the case study this could be viewed as the teacher using follow up questions to provide support for more in-depth answers from the learners. Once the learners provided their feedback the teacher used further questioning for them to add to their answer or for another learner to add to it. Providing scaffolds can be used to bridge the gap between what student’s current abilities are and where they can get to with the correct level of support. It can allow for further in-depth thinking. Gonulal and Loewen (2018) looks at the use of scaffolding and suggest that that for scaffolding to be able to be affective the teacher must know their student’s level of competence. Without knowing each learner’s level of competence, the scaffolds put in place will not support the individuals needs as they might not be high or low enough. If the scaffolds are too easy the learner can also lose motivation this way as they are not being challenged enough. The same applies to scaffolds being too high the learning has to be within reach otherwise the learner will struggle to much and not be able to attain the task yet which will also affect motivation in a negative way. The learners are more likely to give up if the scaffolds placed are not appropriate to the individuals needs.  Also, these scaffolds must be taken away after time for the learner to become more competent but must be done at the correct time to be affective. 

Although there is research to support Vygotsky’s work of the ZPD there are critiques to this. Abtahi, Graven and leman (2015) highlights that Vygotsky does not consider that learners will not all gain the same experiences from collaborative learning. Although some learners may gain a high level of support or learning from collaboration learning not all learners will gain the same meaning from these experiences. There are other barriers that can affect the use of collaborative learning. Keeping the discussion on task can be an issue, discussion-based tasks can have positive outcomes but if these groups are not staying on task the learning experience is not meaningful. The teacher would have to make sure that all pairs are staying on task and discussing what they should be talking about otherwise the collaborative learning is not taking place (Le, Janssen and Wubbels 2018).

Teaching and learning methods. 

By looking at the case study at hand, there were a hand full of learners that did not feel confident to get involved in the task of providing their answers back to the whole class (XXXXXXXX 2023). To make sure that all learners are getting involved, the think-pair-share teaching method is a highly recognized method in today’s primary school education. This is a method used by teachers for learners to first think about a topic or question being provided to them, then to share it with just a partner or small group by discussing what they each think and then lastly to share it back to the whole class or practitioner. This method is used to support critical thinking by being more active in the learning taking place. Thinking about the question for example, it first allows learners to think more in-depth about the question rather than rushing to an answer or not being able to provide one (Kaddoura 2013). The sharing aspect of this is an important part to the method. Learners have the chance to discuss and share answers with their peers being critical about both their answers and others. Being able to be critical can improve problem-solving skills and self-awareness. Being able to discuss their ideas in pairs encourages learners to share their ideas verbally and think about how they explain their thoughts and ideas. It also allows learners to learn from their peers by listening to other people’s viewpoints and build on them (Amalia and Disman 2023). By using this type of method over the hands up approach, it allows for all learners to be involved in a way that involves reduced pressure or no anxiety to be put on the spot to answer alone to the whole class. The answers would be discussed with peers and generate responses which can provide students that might have lower self-esteem to have more confidence in their answers. Having this feedback from peers can provide higher levels of motivation in a task given to them. Further discussion can be had also when the information is shared back to the whole class. This provides the whole class with other ideas they might not have considered and gives them the confidence to share theirs (Kaddoura, 2013). 

This method also provides opportunities for the teacher to be able to hear back from all students and assess where each learner is on the subject topic, rather than just from a hand full of students that are most confident to raise their hand. This type of group discussion allows the teacher also to provide positive reinforcement to students that could benefit from this regarding confidence issues (Pardeshi, 2016). Using positive reinforcement links to the literature of the behaviorist approach. This theory suggests that the use of positive reinforcement such as praise can increase the occurrence of that behaviors that are seen now as positive (Schachtman and Reilly 2011). Regarding the case study, this could be beneficial to the students that were not providing answers if it was delivered as a group from think, pair, share rather than viewing the positive reinforcement of the other students. 

The case study outlined how the class was set to be in ability grouping. Having mixed ability seating allows for students to learn together by being able to recognize their own strengths and weaknesses and others. Grouping learners of different levels encourages learners to support each other and problem solve together. Having lower ability and higher ability learners grouped together allows lower ability learners to have a more knowledgeable other to support them which relates to Vygotsky’s work of scaffolding (Dudley and Osvath 2016). Ameri (2020) discusses the use of scaffolding and how having that more knowledgably other can have a real positive input for those learners that might need that extra support. Having these mixed ability groups provides learners with models and promotes peer learning. Although considering the more knowledgeable other they might not receive the same benefits. As stated by (Abtahi, Graven and leman 2015) the use of collaborative learning may not have the same positive outcomes as others as lower ability learners could leave with lots of support. Although the more knowable learner might not feel they have gained by the learning intention was not challenging enough for them. This could lead to potential frustration.

Conclusion and recommendations 

By being able to identify critical incidents and to reflect on why something has occurred allows practitioners to be able to look in more depth to why particular things occur. By being able to stop and think, it allows practitioner to be able to change, adapt and to improve issues within the classroom. As Tripp, (2011) stated that being able to reflect on practices can lead to better understanding to why some things work well or others might not be working, this can further improve the quality of teaching provided to the students. By looking at the critical incident outlines in this essay and further reading into learning theories, these links provided more in-depth knowledge to why these things could have been occurring in the critical incident. The incident in this essay outlined where some students were not engaged in the group discussion part of the lesson and did not want to provide any answers back when prompted (XXXXXXXX 2023). The theories suggested that the level of motivation and confidence could be playing a role into why they were not involved in the task. They also provided some insight into how learning involves other people which could play a role into why the teacher was not pressuring all learners to answer the questions (Malik, 2021). By understanding in more depth how learners develop and progress, it affected what teaching methods I would like to use in my own teaching practice going forward. These were outlined in the teaching and learning methods section. I picked these two methods as they involved all the students to take part but still considered the issue of self-esteem and confidence that seemed to be reoccurring in the learning theories research. The think, pair, share is a method that allowed all students to be involved in discussion without having the pressure to provide it to the whole class alone (Kaddoura, 2013). Also, the mixed ability seating allows there to be different ability levels within the think, pair, share that involves a more knowledgeable other to support (Dudley and Osvath 2016). Ameri 2020). Being able to critical reflect will improve my own classroom practice and allow me as a teacher to be able to look in more depth into incidents positive and negative and change or adapt if needed to improve. 















Reference Page 

Abtahi, Y., Graven, M. and Lerman, S. (2017) Conceptualising the more knowledgeable other within a multi-directional ZPD - educational studies in Mathematics, SpringerLink. Available at: https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10649-017-9768-1 (Accessed: 31 October 2023). 

    Ameri, M., 2020. Criticism of the sociocultural theory. Budapest International Research and Critics Institute-Journal (BIRCI-Journal) Volume, 3, pp.1530-1540.

    Amalia Nabila Salim, & Disman. (2023). The Implementation of the TPS (Think-Pair-Share) Learning Model To Improve Students Critical Thinking Skills. Jurnal Ilmiah Lingua Idea, 14(1), 15–29. https://doi.org/10.20884/1.jli.2023.14.1.8318

Dupriez, V., 2010. Methods of grouping learners at school. Unesco.

    Fani, T. and Ghaemi, F., 2011. Implications of Vygotsky's zone of proximal development (ZPD) in teacher education: ZPTD and self-scaffolding. Procedia-Social and Behavioral Sciences, 29, pp.1549-1554.

    Gonulal, T. and Loewen, S., 2018. Scaffolding technique. The TESOL encyclopedia of English language teaching, pp.1-5.

    Hein, G.E., 1991. Constructivist learning theory. Institute for Inquiry. Available at:/http://www. exploratorium. edu/ifi/resources/constructivistlearning. htmlS.

    Kristiina Kumpulainen and David Wray (2002) Classroom Interactions and Social Learning : From Theory to Practice. London: Routledge. Available at: https://search-ebscohost-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/login.aspx?direct=true&db=nlebk&AN=102566&site=ehost-live (Accessed: 1 November 2023).

    Kaddoura, M., 2013. Think pair share: A teaching learning strategy to enhance students' critical thinking. Educational Research Quarterly, 36(4), pp.3-24.

    Kaddoura, M., 2013. Think pair share: A teaching learning strategy to enhance students' critical thinking. Educational Research Quarterly, 36(4), pp.3-24.

    Le, H., Janssen, J. and Wubbels, T., 2018. Collaborative learning practices: teacher and student perceived obstacles to effective student collaboration. Cambridge Journal of Education, 48(1), pp.103-122.

    Loh, D., Schapper, J. and Wrathall, J., 2000. The Maslow revival: Maslow's hierarchy of needs as a motivational theory. Monash University, Faculty of Business and Economics, Department of Management.

    Lenz, E.R., 2002. Self-efficacy in nursing: research and measurement perspectives. Springer Publishing Company.

    Malik, S., 2021. Learning theory of cognitivism and its implications on students’ learning. World Wide Journal of Multidisciplinary Research and Development, 7(5), pp.67-71.

    Moalosi, W.T.S., 2013. Assessing Vygotsky’s model for students learning. Educational Research International Educational Research International, 2(3), pp.1-4.

    Pardeshi, K.R., 2016. Improving the student performance using think-pair-share for operating system. Journal of Engineering Education Transformations, 30(1), pp.39-46.

Poston, B., 2009. Maslow’s hierarchy of needs. The surgical technologist, 41(8), pp.347-353.

    Schachtman, T.R. and Reilly, S.S. eds., 2011. Associative learning and conditioning theory: Human and non-human applications. OUP USA.

Schunk, D.H., 2012. Learning theories an educational perspective. Pearson Education, Inc.
    Senedd.wales. (2022). Donaldson Review: An end to Key Stages and a change to the way we structure pupils’ progression? [online] Available at: https://research.senedd.wales/research-articles/donaldson-review-an-end-to-key-stages-and-a-change-to-the-way-we-structure-pupils-progression/ [Accessed 25 Aug. 2022].

    Sicora, A. (2017). The never-ending cycle of reflective practice. In Reflective practice (1st ed., pp. 7–42). Bristol University Press. https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctt1t88z4v.7

    Tripp, D 2011, Critical Incidents in Teaching (Classic Edition) : Developing Professional Judgement, Taylor & Francis Group, London. Available from: ProQuest Ebook Central. [31 October 2023].

    Tieso, C.L., 2003. Ability grouping is not just tracking anymore. Roeper Review, 26(1), pp.29-36.

    Trivedi, A.J. and Mehta, A., 2019. Maslow's Hierarchy of Needs-Theory of Human Motivation. International Journal of Research in all Subjects in Multi Languages, 7(6), pp.38-41.

    XXXXXXXX (2023). YouTube. 26 July. Available at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=m9ZkxEvzbn0 (Accessed: 15 October 2023). 


