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Introduction
Teaching practice and classroom incidents only emerge as critical when practitioner’s make the effort to reflect (Senel, 2021). The essay will explore how a classroom-based critical incident (CI) was used in readiness for own teaching practice to understand the importance of reflection in developing strategies for future practice. The methodology behind the CI required the employment of Tripp (1993)’s CI Analysis to develop a case study (Tripp, 2012). Following the incident, the literature aims to critically explore how child development theory and research are relevant to the CI; challenging whether such ideas support children’s development. The literature will contribute to the judgement of what teaching and learning strategies could have been used during the CI, where Gibbs and Schön’s reflective models will be applied to consider how such strategies could be applied to own professional practice. 

A CI refers to the process of analysing an event that has occurred in practice (Tripp, 1993; Crowhurst and Patrick, 2018). A CI can be used to appraise or critique different approaches to teaching and enables professionals to reflect on practice (Derakhshan and Nazari, 2022). CI’s may be selected for being meaningful to children’s progression or for causing barriers to learning (Bolton and Delderfield, 2017; Lawson, et al, 2022). However, the purpose of a CI is not to criticise an individual’s approach to teaching, it is to reflect and identify effective solutions for future practice (Montgomery, et al, 2021; Bassot, 2020). Such solutions may be derived from the consideration of child development theory, relevant literature and differing approaches to teaching. However, it is important to acknowledge how each theory or strategy may have inadequacies that can support or challenge opposing theories (Bates, 2019). The theories and strategies explored during a CI will differ based on the occurrence (Tripp, 2012; Serrat, 2017). During the observed CI, which involved a year four child portraying poor reasoning skills, theorists including Vygotsky and Dweck will be examined to determine if such issues are due to low confidence or the child’s cognitive ability. The examination will support own pedagogical judgements for future teaching methods.

Case Study
To comply with the Welsh Government (WG) (2018)’s General Data Protection Regulation (2018) and Article Sixteen of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989), which is a child’s right to privacy, ethical considerations have been made to ensure confidentiality has been maintained (UNICEF, 2023). Therefore, the school in which the CI took place will remain anonymous and the child observed will be referred to as Child E.

Child E is part of a year-four class of twenty-three children who are sat in ability grouping. There are two higher achieving tables at the back of the classroom, one lower achieving table in the front corner who have the support of a teaching assistant, one English as an additional language table in the opposing corner and an additional learning needs (ALN) table directly in front of the interactive whiteboard and teacher. Lindner, et al, (2021) outlines the benefits of using ability-based grouping to children and professional practice, which include the clear identification of differing needs and the need to differentiate tasks to suit such needs. Webb-Williams (2021) extends by discussing how each child in different ability groups would thrive, as higher achieving children are immersed in challenge and competition, whereas lower achieving children are given the appropriate support to succeed. However, McGillicuddy (2021) and Wilkinson and Penney (2022) argue that ability-based grouping can hinder well-being as children are labelled and restricted to what they can achieve. Child E was working on the ALN table due to having a visual impairment that required being close to the interactive whiteboard. However, Kara (2021) considers how the idea that children with ALN cannot be high achieving is a prejudice in practice that can cause a barrier to learning; suggesting that individuals with ALN can achieve similarly to peers and should have a chance to work based on ability and not stereotype. Therefore, such ideas question if Child E could have been grouped among the other abilities in the class whilst remaining close to the whiteboard to accommodate Child E’s ALN. 

During the observed CI, children had to make inferences during a Languages, Literacy and Communication lesson (WG, 2022). The inferences were based on an underground image provided by the teacher for children to develop ideas of what the place may be. To assess children’s understanding, the teacher asked children to write ideas on a whiteboard to share with the class. Child E was engaged in the task until the class had to share ideas; in which the child looked elsewhere and disengaged. Howard, et al, (2017) suggests that children may become disengaged during activities due to feelings of anxiety and self-doubt. However, Child E eventually engaged and put a hand up to share an idea. 

When called upon. Child E appeared to freeze and was reluctant to share an answer, which supports Howard, et al, (2017)’s idea the child was struggling with anxiety and therefore did not want to speak aloud to the class. However, the teacher’s use of praise demonstrates the use of conditioning the child’s behaviour into wanting to participate.  Such practises link to the ideas of Skinner who proposed that children’s behaviour could be shaped by using praise and reward (Aubrey and Riley, 2019; Bates, 2019). Despite the use of praise, Child E was still reluctant to share ideas, self-criticising that the answers were short, and asked if the teacher could read them quietly. Self-criticising links to one of the signs of Carol Dweck’s ‘fixed mindset’, which suggests that children struggle to achieve intellectually due to low self-esteem (Dweck, 2012). To enable Child E to still participate with the class discussion, the teacher read the answers out to the class. The Care Inspectorate (2016) and Kuutti, et al, (2021) outline the significance of enabling children to actively participate, which include the development of children’s self-esteem and secured understanding of tasks. Such approaches to practise not only promote an inclusive environment in line with children’s right to participation, but also links to Vygotsky’s social constructivist theory, which believes children’s learning potentially increases when supported by a more-knowledgeable other (MKO) (UNICEF, 2023; MacBlain, 2018).

Vygotsky’s theory was again observed when the teacher asked why Child E came to that conclusion. But Child E hesitated to answer before saying they were unsure; which demonstrates that child may lack reasoning skills. To support the child’s reasoning skills, the teacher used Vygotsky’s ‘scaffolding’ approach by using Child E’s initial idea qne collaboratively building on the idea; which co-constructed Child E’s ability to reason. Zhou (2020) advocates that scaffolding is essential for children’s learning as scaffolding can create real-life, authentic contexts that support children’s acquisition. However, Morcom (2014) counters that scaffolding holds greater significance to children’s well-being as it enhances confidence through secured interactions with an MKO. When considering that the teacher used the scaffolding method to develop Child E’s reasoning skills, there is a question on whether Child E lacked reasoning skills due to poor cognitive development or poor confidence skills. Therefore, there is need to explore confidence as a barrier to learning, discussing how Vygotsky’s theory was used to support well-being and learning; considering how other theories could be applicable to Child E’s progression.

Literature Review
Decades of research continue to question what holds the greater significance to children’s development, learning or well-being? Such research has led to the development of differing theories of how children develop, think, feel and learn (Fitzgerald and Maconochie, 2019). Whilst some theorists including Bruner and Piaget argue that learning is essential for children to develop, theorists including Dweck and Maslow counter that children need basic emotional and confidence skills to enable children to be active participants in learning (ibid.).

Vygotsky’s ‘Sociocultural Theory of Cognitive Development’ is one of few theories that acknowledges how cognitive, emotional and social development are all interdependent to the developing child (MacBlain, 2018). In relation to cognitive development, the theory emphasised that learning is a process that occurred through social interactions (Bates, 2019). Such learning does not happen in a set sequence; meaning children develop skills including reasoning at different points to one another (ibid.). Huang (2021) acknowledges how such ideas oppose the beliefs of Piaget, who suggested that children enter specific stages of acquisition at specific ages. Sharma and Shukla (2023) identify the differing ideas of Vygotsky and Piaget, highlighting how whilst Piaget proposed that all children follow the same path of learning by entering the same stages at certain ages, Vygotsky argued that children’s acquisition of knowledge is a continuum that is individual to each child. Therefore, whilst Piaget argues that children develop reasoning in the Concrete Operational Stage at age 7, suggesting the Child E is delayed due to not having reasoning skills, Vygotsky argued that reasoning can develop at any age, instead suggesting that Child E is not delayed. The theories also differ by advocating for how children learn. Piaget emphasised that children were independent learners, whereas, Vygotsky countered that children need interactions with others that allow children to develop (MacBlain, 2018). Vygotsky labelled these individuals as the MKO (Vasileva, 2019). 

Vygotsky suggested that the practice in which a child is supported by a MKO is called ‘scaffolding’ (ibid.). Neaum (2019) defines scaffolding as the provision of support for learners to facilitate achievement. Scaffolding was evident during the observed CI, which saw the teacher support Child E’s reasoning skills to allow Child E to engage with the activity. Such ideas support Vygotsky’s ‘Zone of Proximal Development’ (ZPD), which proposes that there is a gap between what children can achieve independently compared to what can be achieved with the guidance of a MKO (Aubrey and Riley, 2019). Bruner’s Constructivist Theory agrees with Vygotsky’s idea of scaffolding as Bruner believed that children needed to engage in guided learning experiences to further learning (Zhou, 2020). However, Bruner’s ideas differed from Vygotsky by suggesting that such learning occurs in stages; supporting Piaget’s theory. However, Bruner’s ideas diverged from Piaget’s as, whilst Bruner used the same stages, Bruner suggested there was no set timeline in which children would achieve certain milestones; meaning the stages are a framework for identifying what stage children are achieving at (Takaya, 2015). Such ideas link to the Progression Steps of the new WG (2022) Curriculum for Wales (CFW), which focuses on the idea that children do not achieve at certain ages and should be taught at the stage the child is working at. The CFW also links to Vygotsky who suggested that learning is a continuum. 

The CFW also praised and incorporated Vygotsky’s theory into teaching and learning practices by developing a holistic approach to education; where emotional development is considered just as important as academic achievement (Thomas, 2018). Morcom (2014) also accredits Vygotsky’s idea of scaffolding for the role it plays in supporting children’s emotional development. Malik (2017) and Shahidzade, et al, (2022) discuss how scaffolding is used as a framework to support children’s confidence and self-esteem to enable pupil progression in learning. Such support is seen in practise using mixed ability grouping, collaboration, encouragement and praise. Collaboration was observed as a method of scaffolding during the CI, which demonstrated that Child E could achieve the task, however lacked the confidence to elaborate; therefore suggesting that Child E’s lack of reasoning was a result of poor confidence. However, despite using scaffolding to support and build on confidence, Bates (2019) criticises Vygotsky’s theory for focussing on the external factors to supporting well-being, without considering the internalising factors that may be restricting children from progressing in learning. 

Carol Dweck’s Growth Mindset considers the internalising factors that may be causing a barrier to children’s learning of reasoning skills. The theory of motivation believes that learning is not innate and highly depends on children’s emotional competence to accept failure and become resilient (Wolcott, et al, 2020). Dweck believed that without resilience and confidence, children are not able to develop a positive attitude to learning, which can influence children’s likelihood to achieve (ibid.). Therefore, Dweck proposed the terms ‘fixed mindset’ and ‘growth mindset’ to explain how differing attitudes to learning and emotional beliefs about own intelligence could affect achievement (Dweck, 2012). The term ‘fixed mindset’ suggests that children self-criticise, give up easily, avoid challenges, become disengaged and do not learn from feedback (ibid.). Whereas a ‘growth mindset’ proposes that children accept challenge, actively engages, collaborate and inspire with peers and feedback to succeed and is resilient (Tao, et al, 2022). Therefore, a child with a growth mindset is more likely to achieve and develop confidence, whereas, a child with a fixed mindset is less likely to achieve and may suffer with low confidence. A fixed mindset was observed during the CI, where Child E was self-criticising own work. Research by Pennacchia, et al, (2018) and Thomas (2018) made several links to poor confidence as a barrier for learning, suggesting that a lack of reasoning skills can occur due to feeling incapable. However, Kara (2021) argues that poor confidence can only become a barrier to learning if children are subject to poor learning experiences where failure is viewed as inability rather than a learning occurrence.

Therefore, Dweck highlighted the importance of practitioners developing positive relationships and experiences with children in the early years in shaping children’s mindset and confidence from as early as possible (Dweck, 2012). Such practice may include praise, challenge and scaffolding. Such ideas link to Vygotsky’s MKO, suggesting that children’s confidence can be furthered with the support of positive relationships. Such ideas also link to the fourth level of Maslow’s hierarchy of needs ‘self-esteem needs’, which urges practitioners to create positive experiences and interactions including praise to support the development of children’s self-esteem (Aubrey and Riley, 2019). Maslow suggested that children could not achieve until five levels of specific needs were met; urging that emotional development needs must be satisfied to commence the development of cognitive skills. The self-esteem needs in Maslow’s theory has a prominent focus on the significance that self-esteem has in hindering children’s learning; making it essential for children to develop feelings of confidence, deserving and success to enable pupil progression (MacBlain, 2018). 

Therefore, Maslow, Vygotsky and Dweck agreed on the idea that children need to develop self-esteem and confidence to achieve. However, Dweck and Vygotsky’s theories differed by Dweck emphasising the role intrinsic motivation has on achievement whereas Vygotsky argued that children needed external motivation from an MKO. Therefore, Maslow’s research combined both ideas, suggesting that intrinsic and extrinsic motivation were equally important for the development of children’s self-esteem and ability to achieve. Therefore, Dar (2022) praises the work of Maslow for considering the importance praise has on supporting learning and emotional development. However, Dweck urged that children should be praised for the effort made by children and not the product of intelligence. However, Yeager (2021) criticised Dweck for not considering how the nature of the child’s needs may restrict achievement; regardless of how hard a child tries. Bui, et al, (2023) extends on the criticism by outlining that despite children putting in a lot of effort, children may still fail due to current standardised testing and assessment for learning (AFL) strategies.

Teaching and Learning Methods
AFL an approach used in practice to obtain feedback of children’s understanding (Moylett, 2022). In previous years, AFL was limited to baseline, formative and summative exams that would test children’s ability to recall information (Black and Wiliam, 1998). Whilst such exams still exist today, there are now additional informal AFL strategies that are used within the classroom that can assess children’s understanding in different ways. However, the AFL strategies used can negatively influence the participation and confidence of the children in the classroom (Ozal, 2018). Long (2023) considers how such strategies may lead to inaccurate measurements of a child’s ability to achieve. 

During the CI, AFL strategies observed included ‘hands-up’, which is where children choose to give an answer aloud to the whole class. Child E became disengaged from the discussion during the hands-up period. When addressed, the child, who eventually demonstrated a secured understanding of the task, was self-critical and unsure of themselves. John Holt’s ‘Unschooling Approach’ discusses how modern-day AFL strategies are unreliable and do not give an accurate representation of children’s abilities. Holt proposed that assessments caused children to fear failure, which takes the enjoyment away from the learning and causes children to avoid learning and participation due to feelings of insecurity (Holt, 1982). Therefore, Holt developed the ‘Unschooling Approach’ which suggested schools need to remove all AFL and allow children to be autonomous learners (ibid.). However, Holt’s ideas received criticism from Chase and Morrison (2018) and Dickerson (2019) for the lack of accountability such practices would place on teachers; not allowing for any way for a practitioner to monitor children’s progression. Therefore, the first teaching and learning method to consider would be to use informal AFL strategies that would improve confidence; which covers the ‘assessment’ strand of the Professional Standards for Teaching and Leadership in Wales (PSTLW) (WG, 2017).

During the CI, Child E displayed anxiety when having to speak in front of the class. Therefore, relevant AFL strategies would be to use an anonymous approach, where children should be enabled to demonstrate a secured understanding of the task in full without the anxiety of presenting to others. In practice, an example technique could include ‘snowball feedback’, where children write an answer on a piece of paper before crumbling it up and throwing it into an agreed area of the class. Pitt and Winstone (2018) outlines the benefits of using anonymous AFL techniques which include improved engagement, participation and confidence in children, which Humphrey (2013) addresses is due to the anonymity allowing children to be wrong without the embarrassment of failure in front of others. Rose, et al, (2016) extends by addressing how such benefits can see an increase in pupil progression as more children are enabled to participate without confidence being a barrier to learning. However, Whitelegg (2015) discusses the limitations of using anonymous AFL, arguing that practitioners are not be able to identify the children who are not understanding. Wang, et al, (2022) also criticises the approach by suggesting the use of anonymous AFL can prevent teachers from asking children to expand on ideas, eliminating the opportunity for children to develop reasoning skills; which was identified as an area Child E needed to develop. Therefore, whilst anonymous AFL strategies may support Child E’s confidence, other AFL strategies would have been more beneficial during the observed CI. 

Such AFL strategies should encourage collaboration, where children share ideas and learn from one another; which links to the ‘sustained effort and resilience in learners’ strand of the PSTLW (WG, 2017). One way to use this in practice is ’think-pair-share’ (TPS), where children share ideas in pairs before presenting ideas to the class. Mundelsee (2021) praises TPS for allowing children to develop communication and social skills, which supports the development of children’s confidence. However, Cooper, et al, (2021) criticises TPS, suggesting that children may not talk or not discuss relevant ideas. Mundelsee (2021) counters that TPS requires the effective implementation of a practitioner; therefore, practitioners must closely observe and scaffold to ensure children are actively participating. However, Sudin (2022) critiques TPS, suggesting that practitioners cannot obtain a secure understanding of each individual child's knowledge as the children may not have understood independently but used the ideas of another child. Cooper, et al, (2021) counters the criticism of using TPS by discussing how TPS allows children to learn from one another. Fitzgerald and Maconochie (2019) extend by proposing that interactions with a peer may support children’s learning better than an interaction with a teacher as children use more appropriate language and concepts with one another.

Such ideas link to Vygotsky’s ZPD, which suggests that children achieve more with the support of an MKO (Aubrey and Riley, 2019). Ohreen, et al, (2021) alludes to the idea that the MKO does not have to be a practitioner and can be another child who has strong confidence and a secured understanding of the learning. Such ideas draw attention to the practice of using mixed ability grouping. Wilkinson and Penney (2022) define mixed ability grouping as the practice of grouping children of different academic abilities together. Webb-Williams (2021) outlines how the use of mixed ability grouping allows children to learn from one another and builds on children’s confidence to talk in front of children, which would have benefited Child E during the CI. Hove (2022) also suggests that the use of mixed-ability grouping supports children’s academic success as collaborating with an MKO can enable lower-achieving children to develop a secured understanding before completing tasks independently. However, Muneerah (2017) proposes that the use of mixed ability grouping reflects poorly on professional practice as it does not demonstrate a clear use of differentiation. However, Mullin (2020) counters that practitioners can still differentiate tasks within the groups by having differing expectations and support for each ability. Such practice would link to the differentiation stand of the PSTLW (WG, 2017).

Discussion 
Moylett (2022) suggests that each child has individual needs and responds differently to AFL. Therefore, Long (2023) argues that one teaching and learning strategy may not suit the needs of all children. Consequently, Bassot (2020), urges that practitioners engage in frequent reflective practice to ensure the teaching and learning methods used by the teacher are consistently being revaluated and adapted to suit the needs of children. Tripp (1993) also considers how reflection is important to engage in frequently, suggesting that if curricula and legislation is constantly adapted, then practice should be adapted. 

After theoretically examining the observed CI and identifying teaching and learning methods that would have been applicable in supporting Child E’s progression, the literature has already engaged with Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle. Gibbs proposed that practitioners learn through experiences, reflect on the experience and develop an action plan (Bates, 2019). The experience, outlined in the case study, developed the action plans of anonymous AFL, TPS and mixed ability grouping. When applying the action plan to own future practice, I believe the anonymous AFL would have been beneficial to Child E, as the child would have been able to demonstrate understanding of the task without fear of failure among peers. However, I also believe that anonymous AFL would not improve Child E’s confidence of speaking in front of peers in the long term. Therefore, although I would like to use anonymous AFL strategies in practice to allow children with low confidence to participate, the strategy would not be effective with long-term use. Therefore, in the long-term, I believe mixed ability groupings would have benefitted Child E’s confidence in expressing ideas to others. However, criticisms supported the identification that during the observed CI, Child E would not yet have had the confidence to discuss ideas in a group context. Therefore, my action plan using Gibbs’ model would be to use TPS before progressing into mixed ability grouping, which would allow Child E to begin to express ideas to others in smaller groups; adding more children to the discussions as Child E’s confidence grows.

However, Gibbs’ model was criticised for describing reflection to be a prolonged process Miller, et al, (2020). Mullin (2020) also acknowledges how teaching is a fast-paced profession, which requires the ability to innovate in the moment and adapt practice instantly, which is outlined in the PSTLW (WG, 2017). Schön’s Model of Reflection is appraised for promoting innovation and adapting practice instantly. Schön proposed there were two approaches to reflection: reflection-in-action and reflection-on-action (Bolton and Delderfield, 2017). Whilst I cannot reflect-in-action regarding the observed CI, I can address previous practices that have incorporated the selected teaching learning methods to take forward into teaching practice. In previous practice, I wanted to ask children to share the ideas of ‘for’ and ‘against’ arguments the children had gathered about the topic using the hands-up method. However, a lot of children did not engage with the task. Therefore, in the moment I decided to conduct a ‘snowball debate’ where children had to write an idea on a piece of paper and throw it to the front of the class. All children were enthusiastic to participate, and I was able to gather that all children had relevant ideas. Such practice demonstrated Schön’s reflection-in-action as I was able to identify that children were not confident enough to share ideas and did not engage, in which I changed the task to suit the children’s needs and promote confidence. Therefore, such reflection has allowed the identification that AFL strategies impact children’s confidence and engagement, which was also evidence in the identified CI.

Conclusion and Recommendations
Identifying a CI in teaching practice has supported own teaching development by understanding how specific occurrences in practice can influence pupil progression in positive or negative ways. Using a CI has supported the reflective process and the selection of strategies to use in future practice. The strategies selected for future practice, which include the use of anonymous AFL, TPS and mixed-ability grouping, will support meeting the PSTLW, specifically covering the ‘differentiation’, ‘assessment’ and ‘sustained effort and resilience in learners’ strands. Therefore, such strategies will be beneficial for future teaching practice and impactful on pupil progression as, when the strategies are used in combination with one another, each strategy will eliminate the critique of the other. Some criticisms included how the teaching and learning methods identified may not have been effective during the observed CI but would have benefitted the child in the long term, whereas, other criticisms were that the methods would not have been effective during the CI, but would be beneficial in the long term. Therefore, the use of a CI supported the pedagogical judgement to use a combination of different teaching and learning methods to best support children’s needs.

Such pedagogical judgements also came from the examination of theorists including Vygotsky, Maslow and Dweck. Which allowed a deeper understanding that children need several approaches to teaching to support emotional and academic development. The application of such child development theories also supported the conclusion that Child E would have progressed with several strategies in the long term as confidence skills need time to develop. Therefore, the integrated approach suggested of TPS before mixed-ability grouping would support Child E’s emotional development. 
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