	
	
	



The exploration of differentiation when looking at a critical incident in a year 8 classroom

This essay will critically evaluate the identification of the next teaching and learning steps focusing on a case study of a group of learners based on an observed critical incident taken place in a school. The critical incident itself will be broken down and explored through researching aspects of teaching choices and literature, supporting theories focused within the essay. This incident revolves around differentiation, specifically positive challenges. It is important to first identify the meaning of a critical incident in a classroom. It is important to understand what a critical incident is; it was first developed by John, C, Flanagan. He describes his technique as the following;
[bookmark: _Int_XwoqtRsO][bookmark: _Int_VJwrfprD][bookmark: _Int_LkEXtDQt][bookmark: _Int_K4TkEQlk][bookmark: _Int_PMNBVVjW][bookmark: _Int_MQxwSCEx][bookmark: _Int_bTeRjJXt][bookmark: _Int_qNYAfQ44][bookmark: _Int_6WlJ3CcQ] “The critical incident technique con- sists of a set of procedures for col- lecting direct observations of human behavior in such a way as to facili- tate their potential usefulness in solv- ing practical problems and develop- ing broad psychological principles. The critical incident technique out- lines procedures for collecting ob- served incidents having special signifi- cance and meeting systematically defined criteria.” (Flanagan, J. C.1954)
In this instance the chosen critical incident focuses on differentiation and challenge and so when researching these learning theories, it was interesting to see how these techniques are seen by different practitioners and theorisers. 
The chosen critical incident looks at the use of differentiation in particular challenge. For example, how the task is pushing the learners and enabling them to work harder and excel within the lesson. The school uses a bronze, silver and gold approach when looking at differentiation. For example, bronze is a task that all pupils can achieve, silver is for those who can understand and push themselves slightly further, and gold is for the more able and talented that strive for more challenging questions. The chosen incident begins with the teacher introducing the three sets of questions. It is clear from the lesson that the learners are familiar with the system, and it is used across the school. One learner shouts out that the first set of questions are “so easy miss.” Immediately the teacher says “It may be easy for you but for others it may be hard. So that means you go straight onto the silver section.” From this interaction, the teacher reassured those in the class that although bronze is easier, it can still be difficult. The teacher was also able to offer a solution by challenging the pupil and telling them to aim higher. The learners then took part in the task until it was complete. 

Literature review
When reviewing literature in. regards to differentiation it is vital to include the work of Carol Ann Tomlinson, the author of ‘The differentiated classroom vol 1 and 2. Tomlinson first wrote about differentiation in 1999 and was a pioneer in education not only in America but across the world. Following in 2014, Tomlinson released the 2nd edition of her popular book due to the ever-changing education system. Although many concepts stayed the same it was important to note how there is more research and areas to explore within the area of differentiation, for example Tomlinson is inclusive of culture, free school meals as well as any additional learning needs. In a documentary in 2015 following on from the release of her book Tomlinson discusses the 5 key concepts of differentiation;
1. Learning environments
2. High –quality curriculum
3. Assessment 
4. Teaching Adjustments 
5. Leadership and management.
Tomlinson goes on to say

[bookmark: _Int_xeF0u7Tq]“Differentiated instruction is actually just sort of a commonsense an approach to teaching which suggests that kids do not come as a mat set, and that probably the only way we really grow as humans is to begin where we are in move forward. So, differentiation is a model or a structure to help people, help teachers really think about, who their students are, where their students are in relation to important curriculum, and how they can move each student forward, both as a whole class, and as individuals or small groups. So, that they all continue to make Robust progress toward where they need to be.” (Tomlinson, C.A, 2015)”
From this an important note would be that differentiation is all about the learner and the teacher’s clear understanding of who they are teaching. This is something that can take time to develop and so expecting perfect differentiation after a lesson is not a realistic possibility. When linking this research to the critical incident it is important to note that School A implements these strategies throughout the school and it is the learner's choice as to where they need to aim weather, they choose bronze silver or gold. A problem with this could be that the learner chooses the easier task rather than pushing themselves and so it is up to the teacher to keep an eye on the learners' decisions but also set out clear expectations. Clearly the learner in the incident made it obvious that he was able to complete the bronze task easily and so it is important that the pupil is challenged enough to develop their skills and abilities. It can be difficult especially when working in mixed ability classrooms that there is enough variation for all pupils and so the techniques and scaffolding used is effective for this setting. This link into something Tomlinson once said, “Few teachers, however, implement differentiation, and the ones who do often use it sporadically, thinly, and improvisationally.” (archives Tomlinson 2020) And so the use of cross school implementation can increase the inclusion of every learner and make sure differentiation is being used by every teacher. However, Jayne Bartlett the author of ‘Outstanding differentiation for learning in the classroom’ noted that pupils should not be “pigeon-holed into one particular style” as this can “limit development” and so it is down to the teacher to implement other strategies as well as the bronze, silver and gold scaffolding.
Tomlinson discusses the importance of curriculum and includes it within one of the key concepts, it is important to link back to the current curriculum that is being implemented across Wales. The four core purposes of the new curriculum are to ensure learners become;
· [bookmark: _Int_Vokv1irV]“ambitious, capable learners, ready to learn throughout their lives
· enterprising, creative contributors, ready to play a full part in life and work
· ethical, informed citizens of Wales and the world
· healthy, confident individuals, ready to lead fulfilling lives as valued members of society” (hwbwalesgov,2020)
Tomlinson noted that outside sources can affect the use of differentiation within schools such as the curriculum, Governers and the need for exam results. The implementation of the new curriculum for Wales combats these issues and so should in theory create a better environment for the development of differentiation. However, only time will tell as the new curriculum evolves and results measured over a period. Within the new legislation in regards to the curriculum for Wales states that “Nothing is so essential as universal access to, and acquisition of, the experiences, knowledge and skills that our young people need for employment, lifelong learning and active citizenship.”(hwbwalesgov,2020)  This indicates that inclusivity for the learner is at the heart of this and so coincides with Tomlinson's key concepts. 
[bookmark: _Int_nAZsQjG2]When looking at more able and talented students it is key to look at how pupils are assessed. “Teachers are called to appropriately address students’ various learning needs by means of differentiated instruction” (Quinzio-Zafran, A.M. and Wilkins, E.A. 2021) specifically in secondary school it is down to the teacher to identify the more able and talented pupil which can vary depending on. the subject. For example, some learners may be more creative and thrive in a drama or art setting whereas others may succeed in maths or science. From this information it is key that assessment strategies must be used before attempting differentiation within the classroom. Within the lesson of the critical incident a form of assessment is done through the use of white boards and a starter activity. Although the teacher most likely knows which learners in the class may struggle or strive this enables the teacher to have a clearer understanding of where the learners are on a scale of understanding. This can also change depending on topic within a subject and so completing a small assessment check in which was done multiple times throughout the lesson can give the teacher a gage of where the learners understanding is and who may need to be challenged by using the bronze, silver, and gold method. However, some think that “The instruments used to assess the adjustment are not as rigorous as they should be, either because they lack reliability or validity” (Pérez J, Aperribai L, Cortabarría L and Borges A 2020) This feedback into Tomlinson's idea of combining the 5 key concepts including assessment and curriculum. It could be suggested that it is down to schools and government to work together to implement how pupils should be assessed rather than the teacher as this can cause bias within the classroom. This is something that the Welsh government is currently exploring and working with schools across the country to work on a solution to give every learner the best opportunity. 

[bookmark: _Int_8K9EVUEf]Case Study
When looking at the critical incident through the research method of a case study it is first important to note the learners age, ability and subject. The learners were 12-13 in a year 8 class. They are a mixed ability class as the school does not introduce setting pupils until year 9. This enables the school to gather data on learners to place them in correct groups for their examinations. However, this means that differentiation must be implemented in each lesson as there is mixed ability in KS3 and so introduces the bronze, silver, and gold strategy. The teacher in this lesson included multiple forms of teaching strategies such as effective questioning, use of white boards for assessment and completing tasks as a whole class. However, as it was time for learners to take part in independent studies a learner took it upon himself to interject in the lesson. He had been called on a couple of times for shouting out and not paying attention, but the teacher was able to control this with targeting the issue and using a warning method as well as a school wide points system. This enabled the learner to get back on track. However, in this specific incident the learner made a clear statement which brought up the potential issue with differentiating using the. Bronze silver and gold strategy as he pointed out that ‘the first one is so easy’ and indirectly made fun of those who find the bronze task challenging. Following from this the teacher took it in her stride and noted that he was able to ‘go straight to the silver task’ and push himself to do the gold task. This was done while also relaying the idea that not every learner is as able as he is, and it is important to respect all learners in a classroom. Although a very brief encounter, this may have made a significant impact on other learners in the class to feel better about their level while also giving the specific learner an understanding of compassion and how not all learners are the same. After exploring school A’s website there is not a large amount of information when it comes to supporting more able and talented pupils, the statement is as followed “Varied and differentiated schemes of work, teaching materials, learning experiences and methods meet the needs of every pupil. Extended and enrichment experiences are provided for the More Able and talented pupils.” (School A, 2021) There is a much larger focus on the needs of ALN (additional learning needs) pupils and although this is something that needs to be addressed and continuously worked on there is potentially room for improvement when looking at all aspects of differentiation. Following from Tomlinson's ideals that differentiation should be aimed at every learner and is seen as a spectrum of teaching and learning methods to enable each pupil to succeed to the best of their ability. A statement from school A does create a space where it is down to the individual teacher as well as the school. They say “Our aim is to ensure that each pupil is supported in order to achieve their potential and that for some, may mean a little bit of extra help along the way. This support begins in the classroom.” (School A, 2021). Again, the idea of needing “help along the way” focuses more on the ALN area however, the idea that each pupil achieving their potential via the use of a differentiated classroom supports this thought that the learner is at the centre of teaching and that the new curriculum for Wales does in fact support this.

Teaching and learning methods
Researching and teaching and learning methods is a broad area of learning especially when focusing on an educational case study and so it is important to breakdown the methodologies to first decide on how to develop the critical incident in question. Four pedagogical observation methods were focused on in this section Kolb, Gibbs, Schon and Brookfield. A diagram of each process can be found in the appendix of this essay for reference.
Kolb Appendix 1A
[bookmark: _Int_yIWNu4s1]When researching Klobs method. Kolb’s theory of experiential learning comes from using “a particular form of learning from lifelong experience; often contrasted with lecture and classroom learning” (Kolb,2015) What comes from this is the development of each method thereafter and so Kolb could be seen as the pioneer of the reflective practices. Kolb’s method is seen as “Learning from experience involves four stages which follow each other in a cycle.” (Gibbs,2001) This method has been chosen and slightly adapted as it was the most useful form of reflective practice when looking at a critical incident. This is due to the focus on an experience and reflecting on what has happened in a scenario. It is more of a reflection on a moment rather than self-reflection.

Gibbs – Appendix 2A
Graham Gibbs created a reflective cycle which could be seen as a more effective way of researching as it can be repeated and enables the researcher to delve deeper into specific areas and links more closely to a reflective style. However, this can also become a negative point due to the repetitiveness as a question of ‘when to stop?’ it may become difficult as there is not a definitive stopping point of reflective practice and so could become over analytic. “Gibbs originally advocated its use in repeated situations, but the stages and principles apply equally well for single experiences too” (University of Edinburgh,1970) For this reason although useful Gibbs’ model was not chosen. 
Schon – Appendix 3A
Schons reflective practice is broken down into two elements. The first is reflection in action. This is writing about the moment as it is happening and what decisions were made in that moment. The second is reflection on action, this looking at the incident that has already happened and what could be done differently. “This is particularly useful in practical situations, such as when teaching or nursing, where you may need to think on your feet and try new things when something is not going as you would expect.” (University of Hull, 2023) Although this is a highly effective reflective practice that works well in a classroom setting. It is more beneficial to use this model when self-reflecting rather than reflecting on a moment when you are not in control and so this was not the chosen model for the critical incident. 
Brookfield – Appendix 4A
Brookfields’ four lenses method was created originally developed for teachers and learners and has since been adapted for other practices such as nursing. It " is based on the assumption that if teachers are more reflective then they are better placed to make reliable judgments about approaches to teaching practice, evaluation, curriculum planning and purposeful responses to learners’ issues.”(University of Hull, 2023) Out of the four methods researched this one was originally created more recently in 2005 however the other practices have been revised since being created. This practice culminates the strong areas of each previous method and focuses on critical reflection. However, like the Schon practice it is more beneficial when self-reflecting. What is different about this method is that it includes the colleagues and students' lenses which is not spoken about in other practices. This could potentially be adapted to create a reflective method or changed to develop the self-reflection last instead of at the beginning. You could use the lenses of the student and colleagues to develop a self-reflecting conclusion.

Due to the nature of research of differentiation, this is something that is focused on within the new curriculum and is a practice that all teachers should use and so Kolb’s reflective practice was chosen as it also includes ‘active experimentation’ which is the method of putting something you have learned into practice. So as a student teacher it is a good practical reflective model.




Discussion
For this next discussion I will revert to writing in the first person as it is looking at what I as a student teacher will take away and use in future practice and development. It has been noted that differentiation is at the height of education currently especially when looking at the new curriculum for Wales. I have found that differentiation is an effective tool that most teachers from observations do naturally and so it is just making sure that as a teacher I am inclusive to 
[bookmark: _Int_VnAIaMcY][bookmark: _Int_x48yUl00]every pupil in my classroom. Tomlinson said in an interview “You're not a very good teacher, if you don't push kids a bit beyond their comfort zone and provide support for that risk.” (Tomlinson, 2015) I believe this is a good indication for how differentiation should be applied especially when looking at the more able and talented learners. There should always be challenge in a lesson but as long as a teacher can support the learner through the challenge and give them the correct tools to be able to problem solve then learners will thrive. And although it may not demonstrate the ‘independent learner’ it enables leaners to develop themselves a method to become independent in the future as the new curriculum intends. When developing my own teaching styles, it was important to me that I included a variety of differentiation styles. In one of my lessons, I decided to add a ‘sparkle task’ this enabled the learners that were thriving on the original task to add an extra layer to their work if they felt they were happy with their first task. I also try and integrate differentiation while not drawing too much attention to it. For example, those that struggle to answer questions using full sentences I have started to add sentence starters onto a power point slide. This enables the learners to also take part and answer when they may have previously shied away from doing so. I believe the use of the bronze, silver and gold method to be effective however as seen in the critical incident could have the opportunity to cause embarrassment and so I have also planned to adapt this method. I have done this by looking at the success criteria of the lesson and giving learners the option to work on extra tasks once meeting the original goal. If I give pupils 10 minutes to complete a task, I will have 3 tasks on the board. All learners must complete task number one, this task should meet the success criteria of the learning objective and before doing so I would have done an assessment to see if learners are able to attempt the task using the skills learnt within the lesson. I would then have another task on the board, this could be a small thing they could add to their work and finally the third task which would be suited to the learners that need more challenge. The steps gradually get harder however there is no set level, and all learners could attempt each task, this uses the differentiation techniques without necessarily the need to single-out learners and potentially creating a noticeable divide in the classroom which is a potential hazard when differentiating a mixed ability class

Conclusion
[bookmark: _Int_0jw45qUv]In conclusion there is no one way in which differentiation can be used. It is a key tool for every teacher to understand and creates a more mindful teacher as methods and scaffolding must change depending on the learner. The skill of differentiation enables the teacher to continuously learn new ways of teaching. It also enables every learner to succeed and gain the most out of their school experience. From researching reflective practice and using it within a school setting, to progress as a teacher reflection is key. Asking questions such as ‘could I do this differently?’ or ‘what did the learner gain from did this?’ enables teachers to think creatively on how they can better their pedagogy. Being able to observe a lesson and pinpoint a critical incident using a reflective method has enabled me to explore multiple educational theories, such as different forms of questioning and behaviour management. The use of reflective practice in a teaching setting is especially useful when looking at the professional teaching standards. As a student teacher it is important, I have a clear understanding and that I am able to reach the standards before perusing a career as a teacher. These standards are measured in a school setting however they require reflection and research. For example, I have been able to clearly use differentiation within my lessons and have research and evidence to support this standard. Without research and reflection, I would not have been able to develop my own technique and application. Carol Ann Tomlinson work is something I will continue to implement in my practice and believe I will explore within my career. “Indeed, most teachers clearly see learner differences. Most feel it
is important to understand and address student differences.” (Tomlinson,2020) As an educator although it may be unachievable my goal would be that all teachers address student differences in a positive and constructive manor such as I witnessed in my chosen critical incident. 
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