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Introduction

Research within education is constantly evolving and expanding to improve teaching and learning. Ways to improve teaching and learning are reflective practice and the use of critical incidents (Tripp 2011). The definition of an incident is when something has happened. According to Tripp (2011), a critical incident is an individual's interpretation of the significance of an event. Therefore, the definition of a critical incident is an individual’s perception of a specific incident. Research by Richards and Farrell (2005) state a critical incident is unplanned and unanticipated. This suggests a critical incident is a true reflection on classroom experiences day to day as they occur in a natural environment. Critical incidents can also be described as a trigger insight (Richards and Farrell 2005) into teaching. Whereas Tripp (2011) describes critical incidents as ‘typical’ at first sight, rather than critical. The incident only becomes critical through analysis by the observer. The ‘trigger’ which Richards and Farrell (2005) are referring to, is the analysis which Tripp (2011) is referring to. Critical incidents can be an essential tool for teaching and learning. The purpose of a critical incident observation is to aid teachers with self-reflection which will overall improve teaching, but mainly learning. Reflective practice is learning from experience through self-evaluation (Zwozdiak-Myers 2012). Self-evaluation is an assessment of yourself looking at both, positives and negatives, to develop and progress. Yan and Carless (2021) describe it as predominately introspective. Self-evaluation can improve performance and provide an increase in professional development, but it can increase workload and stress for school staff (Schildkamp et al., 2009). Williams (2005) highlighted for student teachers to become a skilled critical thinker; critical thinking must be embedded in teacher training education. 
The aim of this assignment is to identify a critical incident within a classroom, critically analyse the critical incident linking it to different learning theories as well as previous research and build on personal reflective practice for future practice. This assignment is based on Tripp’s (1993, 2012) critical incidents methodology in the classroom. This assignment also highlights the importance of reflective practice for teachers by using a classroom-based experience. For this assignment, the critical incident was observed through a video in an immersive room. The class was made up of 23 learners with mixed ability and there was one teaching assistant with a lower ability group. The critical incident for this assignment is based on a specific group of learners with adult supervision throughout the lesson. This assignment will explore the effect adult supervision and presence can have on learners and the effect grouping in ability can have on the learners, looking into different classroom management strategies. 


School Context
In research, it is essential not to disclose any personal details and information of participants to ensure the research is ethical. To practice good ethics in research, the researcher must protect the confidentiality, anonymity, and dignity of the participants (Sandu et al., 2019). This assignment is adhering to the BERA (2018) guidelines to ensure this research has good ethical standards. The BERA (2018) guidelines are provided to give the researcher direction and information to enable and achieve ethical thinking and practice. Therefore, the name of the school, the staff and the pupils in this research will remain anonymous. 
The observation was a video of a class in an English medium primary school based in Swansea, Wales. The school had 435 pupils in the school with 78 pupils in nursery aged classes (ESTYN 2023). Based over a three-year average, the percentage of pupils eligible for free school meals are 29.0%, which is higher than the national three-year average of 23.0% (ESTYN 2023).  Also based across a three-year average, 12.4% of pupils identified having additional learning needs, which is below the national three-year percentage which stands at 16.1%. In the school, 10.7% of pupils had English as an additional language (ESTYN 2023). The school follows the new Curriculum for Wales which has four main purposes (Donaldson 2015). The school aims for all children and young people to become learners who are: ambitious, capable learners, enterprising, creative contributors, ethical, informed citizens, and healthy, confident individuals (Welsh Government 2022). The new Curriculum for Wales has divided the subjects into six Area’s of Learning and Experience (AOLE’s) which include: Mathematics and Numeracy, Language, Literacy and Communication, Health and Well-Being, Expressive Arts, Science and Technology and Humanities (Welsh Government, 2022). The new Curriculum for Wales also includes the importance of learners having cross-curricular skills which consist of literacy, numeracy, and digital competency (Welsh Government 2022). The cross-curricular skills are mandatory and equip the learners with life-long skills which can be transferred to the world of work (Welsh Government 2022).


Case Study
The observation took place in July around 9.30am. The class used for the observation was made up of mixed sex and consisted of 23 students with 10 different nationalities. The age of the class was year 4 and the AOLE of the class was Language, Literacy and Communication (Welsh Government 2022) doing a literacy lesson on inferences. At the start of the observation, all children were sat at their desks and the class had been set a task by the teacher. The learners were all on task which implies the learners have the confidence to participate in performance (Donaldson, 2015, pg.30) so, therefore are healthy confident individuals. This suggests the school are adhering to the new Curriculum for Wales as the class were following one of the four main purposes (Welsh Government, 2022). Learners were also in a group task which involved discussion and sharing ideas. The learners were giving “their energy and skills so that other people will benefit” (Donaldson, 2015, pg.29) and “questioning and enjoy solving problems” (Donaldson, 2015, pg.29). The details for critical incident chosen for this assignment as follows. There was one teacher and one teaching assistant (TA) in the class. The TA was sat with a table (Table 1) which was grouped together based on ability. The TA was always present with Table 1. About halfway through the lesson and the TA had to leave the class for a short period of time. As soon as the TA left Table 1, within seconds the teacher of the class sat down with Table 1. A few minutes later when the TA returned to the class, the teacher slowly left table 1 for the TA to return to Table 1. Table 1 was not left without adult presence unlike the other tables in the observation. The teacher did check on other tables, but no other table had constant adult teaching presence or support unlike Table 1. 


Literature Review
From researching the literature, it is apparent analysing a critical incident can reveal new understandings in teaching and education to trainee teachers (Farrell 2008). Within this literature review, the critical incident observed will be linked and discussed to the relevant literature in teaching and education. Numerous learning theories and literature could be linked to the incident. This literature review will focus on autonomous learners and classroom management. 

Autonomous learners 
Table 1 constantly had adult presence, from either the TA or the teacher, throughout the observation. Teaching presence can have both, a positive and negative effect on the learners. Zhang et al., (2023) suggests teacher presence can encourage and increase student involvement based on a study by Caskurlu et al. (2020). However, Caskurlu’s study did not focus on primary school age and the research was predominately for teaching online courses, rather than face to face. Regardless of age, the research indicates teaching presence improves learners’ engagement and provides support for learners. Therefore, the TA can have a positive impact on the learners on Table 1. It is known within teaching and education some learners require more teaching support and supervision than others, especially in a primary school setting. This could be due to the needs of a child based on a child’s holistic development. Holistic development can be seen as the development of emotional, social and morals of a student (O’Flaherty and McCormack 2019). However, if teaching support is always present at Table 1, this can also have a negative effect on the learners as the learners could become reliant on the support. Research (Webster et al., 2016) indicates the learners who received more support from a teaching assistant, made less academic progress than the learners who did not receive as much support from the teaching assistant. This could be because the TA is providing too much support which would remove the learner's autonomy. Dickinson (1987) defines autonomous learning as the ability to learn without the involvement of a teacher. The learners at Table 1 required teaching presence to participate and complete the task which shows the learners are not autonomous learners. Research (Masouleh and Jooneghani 2012) suggests students need to have independence in learning to increase levels of autonomy. It is evident from the observation that Table 1 do not get the opportunity to have independence within their learning environment due to the constant teaching presence. Some learners are capable of learning and working independently but need the presence of an adult for confidence and engagement. A study by McInnes et al., (2009) proved there was an increase in learners' performance due to the cue of adult presence. This suggests adult presence improves learner engagement and concentration. It was also found that due to adult presence, learners could easily distinguish the difference between play activities and non-play activities. The TA presence at Table 1 can have positive effects on the learners. On the other hand, the learners on Table 1 did not get the opportunity to independently collaborate with peers and develop important life skills such as teamwork and independent thinking. A similar study was conducted by McInnes et al., (2010) which showed a decrease in learners' confidence and ability when there was adult presence. This resulted in the learners seeking for help and guidance from the adult just because the adult was there. To create autonomous leaners, teachers must develop critical skills which scaffolds the learning and allows autonomy to develop (Masouleh and Jooneghani 2012). Using Dickinson (1987)’s definition of autonomous learners, the teacher must use activities to develop learner independence. 



Classroom Management

The class in the observation were in a literacy lesson and Table 1 were an all-male table, and the table was deemed as the lower ability group. Research has found primary school aged girls achieve higher academic grades in literacy than boys (Buchmann et al., 2008). The teacher has used a behaviourist approach due to Table 1 being grouped based on similar academic ability with teaching support.  A behaviourist approach focuses on students' behaviour which can be observed and measured (Kasonde Ng’andu et al., 2013). A benefit of the behaviourist approach in research is the fact the behaviour is external and can be observed and measured. Although, a negative of the behaviourist approach is the fact it only considers external factors, and does not take emotions, feelings and thoughts into consideration. Regardless of the negatives, there are also positives to the behaviourist approach. The positives include enhanced student engagement, effective behaviour management and structured teaching methods due to observable behaviour. Classroom management is one key factor of how students can learn, and it can be defined in many ways based on different views and scenarios. Research by Van Den Berg et al., (2011) emphasises how seating arrangement can be an effective strategy to improve classroom management. One way classroom management can be described as it focuses on student behaviour and deals with issues of low learning motivation and poor self-esteem (Hue and Li 2008). The teacher could have strategically grouped Table 1 together to improve learners' self-esteem by sitting next to peers who have similar academic ability. A study by Hoekstra et al. (2023) showed teachers sat peers together based on cognitive abilities to support academic functioning and collaboration. This ensures all learners can progress at a similar pace without any other learner's academic progression being hindered. This can also provide peer support when learning which can increase confidence, therefore it can increase an individual’s motivation to learn (Fischer and Sliwka 2016). However, once the students on Table 1 understand they have been grouped together based on ability, this can have a detrimental effect as they can doubt their capabilities and question their self-worth. Marks (2016) points out that there are long-term social and educational implications to ability grouping which can decrease the likelihood of higher or further education. This could negatively impact the learners’ attitude towards school and desire to learn.





Teaching and learning methods

A teacher must possess high-ability skills such as critical thinking, analytical thinking, and reflective thinking to accommodate a diverse student classroom (Han and Brown 2013). This can contribute to ongoing professional development and continuous learning. The next section is going to discuss what teaching and learning methods I would use to address the critical incident, outlined in Appendix 1. 

I would use a blend of teaching approaches to reflect the curriculum for Wales four main purposes (Welsh Government 2022). One approach I would use would be constructivism. This approach believes learners must construct their own learning (Hein 1991). A constructivist approach builds upon prior knowledge and concepts and the new learning is built on existing knowledge. This approach is based off two psychologists, Vygotsky and Piaget, with similar cognitive theories but different approaches. Vygotsky based his theory off social learning, whereas Piaget’s theory is based on an individual child (Lourenço 2012). Vygotsky’s learning is done in smaller groups compared to Piaget’s theory which is based on an individual child. Piaget’s cognitive development theory has enabled people to get a better understanding of the changes in thinking process. I would base my teaching off Vygotsky’s social theory as this encourages multiple student interactions with peers and the teacher. It is evident creating autonomous learners is an effective learning strategy that teachers can use within education for all ages. I would base my teaching off Dickinson’s (1987) definition of an autonomous learner. Based on the critical incident outlined in Appendix 1, I would use a Vygotsky’s approach as I would use inclusive practice which would scaffold the learning. I would do this by using a rotation system with mixed ability groups and at least one of the groups in that rotation would be completely independent learning. This would provide each learner with some sort of independence. This allows the learners to develop independent skills as well as allowing the teacher to be able to work with smaller groups. This would increase student interactions and allow more 1:1 time with the teacher, and it’s fair. The rotation-based approach can also aid with the incorporation of the mandatory cross-curricular skills set by the Welsh Government (2022). The rotation-based approach can ensure all learners receive the same amount of teacher time, independent time, and time with the use of the technology. For example, one group could be working with the teacher, another group could be independently working on a written task and another group could be working independently using a laptop/iPad. I would also have mixed ability groups, rather than the same ability. The reason I would do this is because based off research (Marks 2016), students in a lower ability group would deem themselves as ‘not good’ in that subject and can continue to think this throughout their school life as well as adult life. I would want all my student’s self-esteem to be good as this improves their mental health and well-being and encourages high motivation levels. If lower ability students were around higher ability students, this can encourage the motivation to learn and motivation to do work. The tables would be mixed ability, therefore there would be a few higher ability students to challenge and motivate each other. This can also provide peer support or help when doing work. This could overall improve peer relationships and confidence in all learners. Based on the new Curriculum for Wales, healthy confident individuals form positive relationships based upon trust and mutual respect (Donaldson, 2015, pg.29). I would also want to have a mixed gender approach when planning groups too. Research (Hue and Li “2008) states learners in primary school tend to be friends with peers of the same sex compared to personality characteristics. If the class were divided into natural friendship groups, this could have a negative effect when working with peers or an individual’s confidence. Research shows the use of seating arrangement in a classroom can be an effective strategy to improve liking among peers (Van Den Berg et al., 2011). The seating plan would depend on what the lesson or activity consisted of e.g., discussion, writing, paired work, group work etc. Results from a study (Wannarka and Ruhl 2008) reveal that teachers should let the nature of the task or activity dictate the seating plan. The results showed improved behaviour during individual tasks when sitting in rows.

From analysing previous literature, I would consider using other classroom management strategies, which would not require a teacher or the TA to be helping with one group only. One theory I would use in the classroom would be Skinner’s (1953) operant conditioning. This theory uses reinforcement to increase behaviour and punishment to decrease behaviour. Even though the initial research was ethically wrong, the conditioned response increases the desired behaviour. Furthermore, following Skinner’s theory, I would use disciplined focused classroom management. This is immediate response to behaviour with predetermined consequences (Pinto 2013) which is similar to Skinner’s (1953) theory. The benefits of using discipline focused strategies are it's quick and easy to do in the classroom, and it's fair. The same behaviour will receive the same treatment, whether that is punishment or reward. However, this does not address the root of the problem, but it will be an effective way to manage behaviour in the classroom. To relate it to the critical incident for the assignment, I would ask the TA to move about the classroom moving between all groups. This would give Table 1 the opportunity to gain my trust (as the teacher). If there was any misbehaving or learners off task, I would already have predetermined consequences which the class would be aware of and implement those. The class would already be conditioned to the predetermined consequences. This shows structure and routine so the students will know the expectation of behaviour and the consequences of misbehaving. I would ensure any teaching assistant in my class would be familiar with my teaching and learning methods. Adults in a classroom (teachers and teaching assistants) need to think carefully about their involvement in activities. This would require the teaching assistant assessing the situation and making a judgement of when to intervene to let the learners develop the skills, which underpin the Curriculum for Wales four main purposes. The integral skills include creativity and innovation, critical thinking and problem solving, personal-effectiveness and planning and solving (Welsh Government 2022).

Discussion:
Based on the critical incident, which is outlined in Appendix 1, the TA provided support for Table 1 while completing the task set in class. This enables the students on Table 1 to collaborate with peers and shows good learning and teaching practice based on the 12 pedagogical principles set by the new Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2022). The positive relationship between the TA and the learners on Table 1 increases the social and emotional development and positive relationships between peers, and encourages collaboration (Welsh Government, 2022). With time, as the holistic development of the learners on Table 1 increases, the learners could use their initiative and take control of their learning by engaging and not waiting for instruction of the TA. This would show the learners do not rely on the TA for instruction or student engagement. The task set by the teacher encourages learners to take increasing responsibility for their own learning, which is good teaching practice (Welsh Government, 2022). Even though the TA could encourage collaboration with peers, the learners could independently collaborate with peers without the TA, due to the nature of the task. 

The task in the critical incident was using real-life authentic objects which created discussion and curiosity for authentic context for learners. This is part of the new Welsh Curriculum as one of the twelve pedagogical principles which portrays good learning and teaching (Welsh Government 2022). I would implement authentic context for learners in my teaching practice to provide learners with basic life skills, the learners can bring into modern-day life. I would use the strategies discussed in teaching and learning methods in the critical incident and in the classroom day to day. The reason I would use a blend of teaching approaches is because all the learning theories have positive and negative implications. I will use the theories mentioned to provide a positive impact on the learners. The reason I would use a blend of approaches is because when one learning theory could have a negative impact on a learner, a positive impact from a different learning theory could counteract that initial negative effect.

Conclusion 

From observing the critical incident and researching into the literature based on the critical incident, I have concluded my teaching practice with rationale. I would use a mixed blend of teaching methods to enhance a positive impact on the learner. I would choose the seating arrangement based on the nature of the activity due to research. I would ensure there would be groups based on a rotation, which is a mixed ability group, not based on gender or academic ability. The rotation would allow the teacher to see students in a smaller group setting, which would increase student interactions with each other and the teacher which can increase confidence and self-esteem. Also, the rotation would allow independent learning, which is the starting process of creating an autonomous learner. I would ensure all teaching staff in my classroom were aware of my personal teaching styles to ensure the learners are given the opportunity to reach their full potential, whether that would be thinking independently, improving peer relationships, problem solving or even playing. 
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