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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 assignment is to critically analyse and evaluate an observed incident, using Tripp’s (1993) methodology within a classroom setting. Due to the introduction of reflective practice in teaching, it has led to a motivation to apply the findings to future real-life educational settings, in which benefits the learners the most. This assignment will also touch on Kolb’s (1984) four stages of reflective observation. A critical incident can be something very mundane, but it’s about the observer or teacher looking below the surface. Critical incidents can be very important because they provide a means of enabling teachers to be more aware of the nature of their professional values and associated problematics, to question their own practice, and to concretise their generally abstract notions of values such as social justice. (Tripp 1993: 17) (Spencer-Oatey, 2013). A critical incident is an incident which in some way has had a significant impact on your personal and professional learning. The following essay will investigate reflective practice further through theoretical concepts and how this connects to the profession of teaching. The analysis of critical incidents is not a once-off and final affair, then, but an on-going one in which new links can constantly be made, not only to current practice, but to how we see ourselves in relation to current and past selves and practices (Tripp 1993: 109) (Spencer-Oatey, 2013). The critical incident observed happened in a mixed-ability and mixed-gender, main-stream Primary School, specifically in their Year Four class. The classroom was set up with five different tables, the children sat at a table which determined their abilities. There was one Teaching Assistant in the class which sat and stayed with the less able group, whilst at the front of the class facing immediately and closely towards the board was the ’Additional Learning Needs’ table. One child on the ALN table had a tablet device to aid in his learning due to visual impairment. Adjacent to the ‘Lower Ability’(LA) table and the ‘ALN’ table was the ‘English as an Additional Language table’(EAL) , towards the back of the classroom were the two remaining tables, of which had the ‘Higher Ability’ children. The Teacher was conscious of involving everyone in the task by asking “Anyone that hasn’t shared?”. The Teacher would subconsciously focus on and point to the ‘Lower Ability’, ‘ALN’ or ‘EAL’ tables whilst the ‘Higher Ability’ children regularly raised their arms, eager to respond. The EAL table seemed disinterested and eventually went on to have an off-task chat by themselves and were no longer engaged in the activity. Their good behaviour in class began to decrease. 

Literature Review
The critical incident observed has brought to light some important areas that can be linked and discussed in a literature review. The review will concentrate on theories related to wellbeing and self-esteem and the role of schools in supporting it. It will then delve into the concept of children’s behaviour and its link to ability grouping, and how it can be strategically handled and understood in a school environment.
Researchers have found that children in the ‘less-able’, in-class groups showed more behavioural problems as well as lack of attention, compared with children who were not being taught in ability groups. Children in the ‘middle’ ability groups showed more disruptive behaviour than those not in groups, while ‘higher ability’ children were less likely to show signs of behavioural issues or hyperactivity than non-grouped children. This may explain the Teacher’s desire to regularly engage with those in the less-able groups during the class task. New findings by ‘The Child Development Journal’ (Papachristou and Flouri 2021) have encouraged Teachers to check-in on the emotional and mental wellbeing of children in lower-ability groups as they believe it is influencing their wellbeing. The study is significant as nearly 80% of Primary schools in the UK use the ability grouping approach in their classrooms. Professor Eirni Flouri states “However, those in the bottom within-class groups showed consistently elevated levels of emotional and behavioural problems. Whether this is because of stigmatisation, or unfavourable social comparisons, or another process remains to be tested.” (Flouri, 2021)This could be viewed through the lens of Vygotsky who discusses the ‘Zone of Proximal Development’ and the importance of a ‘More Knowledgeable Other’. Vygotsky’s ZPD refers to ‘those functions which have yet to mature but are in the process of maturing’ (McBlain, 2015).  Vygotsky (1934) states that development can’t be separated from social context, therefore the lower-ability learners aren’t benefitting from the social interactions of the ‘more knowledgeable other’ in the classroom. Yet the support of a MKO is essential to a child’s learning however, as it can guide them through their zone of proximal development allowing them to achieve their aims (Mcleod, 2023).
 According to a new research conducted by the UCL , the practice of grouping children based on their ability is detrimental to their confidence and self-esteem (Education, 2020). Young Minds (2016) explains that Self-esteem is how we think about ourselves and is reflective of our emotional evaluation of self-worth; this concept begins to grow and develop in a child's early years. Therefore, it would be difficult for children placed in low ability grouping to value themselves and their work enough to engage in class if they've been put in a pre-labelled category in which they don't strive to achieve more. Bandura (1977, 1989) states that positive self-esteem also has close links to, and can influence a child's feelings of, actual and perceived competence, or self-efficacy' (Colin Howard, 2017). According to the Department for Education's Research Report (November 2019 page 3) It is noted that children in higher ability-grouping are more confident individuals with higher self-esteem and therefore achieve higher-academic scores due to their strong belief in their abilities (Vorhaus).
The Welsh Government framework for emotional wellbeing emphasises on the importance of schools addressing their weaknesses affecting learners and teaching staff alike, and how they can tackle these issues moving forward (Wales, 2021). In addition, the Welsh Government has adopted Donaldson’s four purposes for the Curriculum for Wales, including ‘Healthy, Confident individuals’. Healthy, confident individuals are those who have a strong sense of self and can navigate the world with resilience and grace. They are grounded in their values and beliefs, and they have a deep understanding of the impact of their choices on their physical and mental well-being. They are also able to build and maintain positive relationships, and they are not afraid to face challenges (Donaldson, 2015). Regarding the Critical incident observed however, it is difficult for schools to achieve this as ‘Ability Grouping’ is such a common practice across British classrooms. Therefore, the teacher observed cannot be blamed for setting out the class this way as it is more than likely the whole school does the same. Reiterating Professor Flouri’s study, ability and attainment grouping is very common in UK primary schools, with 8 in 10 schools using it for seven-year-olds (Flouri, 2021). 
A child’s self-esteem and behaviour could arguably become worse should they find themselves in lower ability grouping as they are very aware of it. As shown with the EAL table involved in the critical incident, they may have come to a point of exasperation and therefore acceptance that they will always be placed in this less-able educational ‘box’. Learners become withdrawn, therefore their self-esteem lowers, and bad behaviour follows. Howard Becker’s (1963) labelling theory is based on the idea that a person's sense of self is shaped by how others interact with them and the labels they give them. Labelling theory is a sociological approach to understanding deviance that focuses on how people are labelled as deviant by those in power and how this labelling can affect their behaviour. Becker also argued that deviance is not something that people are born with, but rather a label that is attached to them by others (Nickerson, 2023). Regardless of a child’s ethnicity or social background, every child deserves the same opportunities educationally. Despite English being an additional language to them, the children in the critical incident on the ‘EAL’ table would seemingly do better if they weren’t in a labelled cohort, but rather mixed in with the other children of the class. Arguably, the sooner we start this in schools from the minute a child starts education, the better. A recent UK report recommended that early intervention became a central part of government policy and practice, and of children's services. The report defined early intervention as 'general approaches, and the specific policies and programmes, which help to give children the social and emotional foundation they need to reach their full potential (Allen 2011) (Janet Rose, 2016).
Case Study
The critical incident observed happened in a class of approximately twenty-four pupils. Once more, the class was set out in ability grouping from table to table. Piaget’s constructivist framework supports this approach as ability grouping arguably helps children learn at an appropriate pace that would benefit them the most. Piaget challenged the usual methods of education as he believed a child is an active learner who is always absorbing what’s going on around them, as well as the children and adults they share their time and space with (Pettersen, 2014). It was made apparent that the Teaching Assistant and Teacher would mainly focus on the lower ability groups, notably the teaching assistant stayed with one table only. When the Teaching Assistant got up from the ‘LA’ table, the class Teacher quickly sat in her place. The other ‘Higher Ability’ children in the classroom were pretty much given free reign during this time, to work on the task independently. Whilst the Teaching Assistant was absent from the ‘LA’ table for a few minutes, the class teacher with them repeated “Dim Siarad” (no talking) whilst trying to keep the children at the table engaged and on task. Two children were out of their seats whilst the Teacher spoke, one of which dragged his pencil along the table until he was gently encouraged to sit back down by the Teacher. The moment the Teacher left the table, one child was straight out of his seat, a second child patted his peer on the head repeatedly with a pencil until the Teaching Assistant appeared once more and rejoined the table. The EAL table was left for very long periods of time on their own and despite showing signs they were eager to complete the task (heads down with pencils in hands and regularly conversing with one another) yet it seemed obvious they were struggling as time went on. 
Researchers have found good teaching practice for EAL learners, such as Vygotsky’s Scaffolding approach. Scaffolding supports learners through things like demonstration, visual aids, graphic organizers or sentence starters, therefore helping them understand general concepts and skills (Foundation, 2023). Immersion for children and collaborative learning is also good practice as it provides the EAL learners with hearing the English language as much as possible. Perhaps grouping all the EAL learners together may be detrimental to their progression as a result. This may explain why the EAL table observed in the Critical Incident seemed disengaged as the lesson progressed, therefore effecting their behaviour and general wellbeing. Cummins (1993) argues immersive learning is hugely beneficial for EAL learners as traditional English language programmes do not aid in conversational and communicative fluency. He argued it’s better they learn the basic foundations of speaking skills first as it comes quicker to children than academic reading or writing skills (Cummins, 2023). Therefore, mixed ability grouping could massively help with this, highlighting the importance of a child being around and conversing with the ‘MKO’.
The teacher seemingly noticed that much of the class were going off task and dysregulated. He used a ‘mini plenary’ technique and began to play his guitar and sing a song. He reengaged the children and brought the whole class back together, in which they responded very well and joined in singing. Behaviour and well-being improved drastically during these few minutes and the whole class were very engaged with the teacher. Mini-Plenaries are usually used to ‘check-in’ on students or learners to see if everyone is on task and understand the concept of what they are meant to do. It allows the teacher to provide feedback and support. This is a formative assessment method, Black and William (1998) found children that received regular feedback from teachers did far better generally than those who did not. They looked at the results of formative assessment in class and discovered it had a high impact on achievement and performance if done well, especially in lower ability students (William, 1998). 
Teaching and Learning Methods 
Using Kolb (1984) and Tripp’s theories alike, they emphasise the importance of a teacher reflecting in learning for personal and professional development. As a result, it is wise to be conscious of always staying up to date and knowledgeable when it comes to newer and better approaches in my teaching career. Kolb (Leader, 2018) recommends doing so in four stages, Concrete experience, reflective observation, abstract conceptualization and active experimentation. Regarding reflective observation, perhaps keeping notes in a learning journal and writing good and bad points and how you can improve. It’s crucial for a teacher to stay up to date with new theories and approaches despite the longevity of their career and attitude of ‘knowing all there is to know’ through experience and time. Tripp also states it’s easy for teachers to misuse new theories, due to applying them in the classroom and concluding they’re impractical. Teachers therefore deem them irrelevant as a result which is an ‘occupational hazard of teaching’ (Tripp, 1993).
I would also recommend any teacher use ‘modelling’ or rather ‘teacher demonstration’ in most, if not all lessons. Therefore, thinking aloud, exposing pupils to possible pitfalls of specific tasks and demonstrating how they could avoid them. Through modelling, a teacher can also demonstrate that it’s ok for pupils to make alterations and corrections as part of the learning process. A ‘modelling’ approach, if done correctly the pupils understand the task and what they will learn, whilst not being expected to sit and listen to the teacher for too long and knowing the success criteria (Zwozdiak-Myers, 2012). ‘Scaffolding’ would also be a great aid in helping the learners. Scaffolding is taking each task step by step, breaking it down and addressing it in stages, as a result it reduces the pressure on the child’s working memory. Scaffolds are temporary and they encourage the learner to eventually work independently (Zwozdiak-Myers, The Teacher's Reflective Practice Handbook, 2012). 
Moving forward with the Critical Incident observed, the teaching and learning methods it may be worth adopting are those of a humanistic school approach, therefore placing high value and prioritising the children’s personal growth and development. What would follow is hopefully an improvement in behaviour and wellbeing. In some subjects such as literacy and maths, ability grouping seems appropriate as children cannot all be expected to learn the same way. John Holt (1964) argues that if we pressurise a child to do something they are unsure of, it will cause them to retreat from learning and struggle to retain information or knowledge, thus effecting their general behaviour and wellbeing. Therefore, putting a struggling child in mixed ability grouping may cause them to drown and rely too heavily on their ‘More Knowledgeable other’ as opposed to having them in a group amongst peers of the same ability as them where the lesson can be adapted to their level of learning and understanding. It is understandable why such a high number of schools throughout the UK use the ‘attainment grouping’ style. However, this might disrupt and contradict the Humanistic approach as we know that Mixed ability grouping effects children’s self-esteem and behaviour. Holt also states that schools place high emphasis on children learning skills such as Mathematics and Literature for their futures, but children are only interested in learning things for right now, they learn from making mistakes and being given the freedom to make them, instead of placing them all into the same lane and expecting the same results from all of them (Holt, 1995). 
It is important to bear in mind children should not be judged for what they can and cannot do academically. This could be supported by Peer and Reid (2021) who state that all children are gifted in different areas, and we should have realistic expectations of them in certain tasks. They explain it’s important to ensure they reach their full potential but also bear in mind that this may display differently than it does in their peers. Through supporting them for their effort and achievements, we will help them become successful and confident adults. Essentially, we must remember all children are different and they achieve differently to their peers. If they’re to reach their full potential, we must be accepting of their individual abilities (Reid, 2021). 
However, it is worth recognising the shortfalls of this approach, as there have been some weaknesses found in Humanistic schools. Some critics argue that there is not enough focus on academic effort and results as they do not come up to scratch in comparison to traditional schools. Additionally, a lack of accountability for those low academic standards. Critics have also implied humanistic schools lack structure and discipline which the learners will need to succeed in the future. It has also been noted students at humanistic schools focus so heavily on the induvial and adapting around them, the learner will not hold the same morals and values of that of a child from a traditional school approach. Gage and Burner (1991) state that “In reaction to the humanistic principles, some scholars argue that humanistic principles put extreme emphasis on students' emotions and forget the main focus of learning which is cognitive development” (Khatib, 2013).
Furthermore, with teaching methods choices moving forward, I would be interested in adopting a similar philosophy to that of bel hooks, which includes Social, Emotional Learning (SEL) and some of Adele Bates’ behaviour strategies. If I were to ever teach a class with a variety of ability levels, I would be conscious that the way in which I educate and deliver the curriculum would be culturally relevant and inclusive to all learners. Hooks work on engaged pedagogy based on wellbeing and critical consciousness is incredibly relevant to today’s curriculum. (Hooks, 2022) argues it is paramount a child learns in a way that brings them a sense of belonging. Again, the EAL and LA tables in the Critical Incident observed would probably show greater progression if they were included in tasks as a whole class, to be part of a one big team. The wellbeing of my students would be at the top of my list. Hooks emphasises that ‘love’ should be at the core of all schools and teachers. Hooks believed doing everything from a place of Love creates a space for learners to take risks and explore their ideas. Hooks findings should be brought to every teacher’s attention for students to truly thrive. A child will form a strong connection with a teacher if they are met on a deeply empathetic, understanding and emotional level as opposed to the instant expectation to deliver academically. Adele Bates emphasises the importance of a teacher always remembering the child or young adult in front of them as who they are: a child. No matter how challenging the child is behaviourally, a child is still learning how to process and express their emotions correctly, and we the teachers may be the only good adult example they have to help them navigate those feelings (Bates, 2021). 
Discussion
Similarly to Tripp and Kolb, Brookefield’s lenses theory has helped me deeply evaluate the critical incident observed (Brookefield 2005) (Robinson, 2022). Through an autobiographical view, I feel it is beneficial for children to indeed be placed in ability groups, but only in certain subjects such as Mathematics or English. It must be very limited. This is due to their level of understanding in both topics being limited if they are out of their depth and overly reliant on their ‘MKO’; as opposed to trying to learn themselves and reaching their full potential with the more personal support of a teacher or teaching support staff. I would be conscious to limit ability grouping to this rule however due to Howard Becker’s labelling theory research and findings. In addition to the literature, through firsthand experience in my first school placement, I appreciate the wellbeing and behaviour of the children would be compromised. In terms of the student’s lens, I am eager for the children I teach to be confident individuals who have a sense of belonging in the classroom. I agree implicitly that as Bandura states, a child’s positively perceived self-esteem can lead to higher achievement.
During my time working in schools, I’ve seen certain Teachers use exercises such as children writing on little pieces of paper their favourite thing about the person next to them on their table. They go on to exchange the notes and swap the tables around weekly. Through this the children demonstrated how connected they were; it created such a wonderful bond as a whole group and mutual appreciation for each other and their class teacher. This also reconnects the children if they’re ever dysregulated or upset after a day of being set in ability groups for certain tasks all day. This is something I’d certainly use in my classroom due to the fantastic results in general wellbeing. In terms of colleagues’ experiences, there seems to be a mutual agreement in place in schools that ability grouping is crucial for the teacher to keep on top of the work they give to children, and to ensure each child is meeting the success criteria. This has really solidified Flouri’s findings from her report. I wonder if this is because the priority of most teachers is to hit academic targets as opposed to valuing the children’s wellbeing. 
Theoretically, based off the literature, ability grouping has seriously negative effects on wellbeing and behaviour. To reiterate, I would therefore limit it to certain subjects in my classroom for short periods of time. I would also like to reconnect the whole class during those times with mini plenaries.
Conclusion
I recommend all schools adopt Holt’s humanistic approach and therefore lean away from ability grouping, by placing more emphasis on the learner’s wellbeing and behaviour. I have been hugely impacted by the literature and theories I have discovered since observing the critical incident. I will carry the knowledge in my practice moving forward and see things totally differently to how I once did. 
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Appendix 

OBSERVATION / FIELD NOTES

Record 1
	Date and time, year group: Date and time unknown. St Thomas Primary School. Year 4.


	Where and When: Context of the observation – subject/AOLE, general classroom context

Children were sitting grouped by ability on 5 tables around the classroom. This was a literacy lesson with one male teacher and one female teaching assistant present. 

The classroom environment was generally calm, however certain children needed more adult attention.





	What happened: a detailed description of the critical incident(the more detail the better to refer to in your later work)


The critical incident observed happened in a class of approximately twenty-four pupils. The class was set out in ability grouping from table to table. It was made apparent that the Teaching Assistant and Teacher would mainly focus on the lower ability groups, notably the teaching assistant stayed with one table only. When the Teaching Assistant got up from the ‘LA’ table, the class Teacher quickly sat in her place. The other ‘Higher Ability’ children in the classroom were pretty much given free reign during this time, to work on the task independently. Whilst the Teaching Assistant was absent from the ‘LA’ table for a few minutes, the class teacher with them repeated “Dim Siarad” (no talking) whilst trying to keep the children at the table engaged and on task. Two children were out of their seats whilst the Teacher spoke, one of which dragged his pencil along the table until he was gently encouraged to sit back down by the Teacher. The moment the teacher left the table, one child was straight out of his seat, a second child patted his peer on the head repeatedly with a pencil until the Teaching Assistant appeared once more and rejoined the table. The EAL table was left for very long periods of time on their own and despite showing signs they were eager to complete the task (heads down with pencils in hands and regularly conversing with one another) yet it seemed obvious they were struggling as time went on. 
The teacher seemingly noticed that much of the class were going off task and dysregulated. He used a ‘mini plenary’ technique and began to play his guitar and sing a song. He reengaged the children and brought the whole class back together, in which they responded very well and joined in singing. Behaviour and well-being improved drastically during these few minutes and the whole class were very engaged with the teacher. Mini-Plenaries are usually used to ‘check-in’ on students or learners to see if everyone is on task and understand the concept of what they are meant to do. It allows the teacher to provide feedback and support. 







	Areas of possible exploration: what you think could be” under the hood” in these incidents? What avenues of research could you consider?


Humanistic approach, the zone of proximal development, Piaget, Scaffolding







	Notes: any details you can note (is it a busy environment, is it after lunch, are there lots of distractions, are directions made explicit - the more you can refer to the better here)



As above. 





















