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Introduction 

In the context of teaching and education, a critical incident is a label provided by the observer to an event that is interpretated as being significant and relevant, with the identified incident requiring an exploration. It is important to note that the incident(s) identified are not inherently negative in nature, but receive the classification of being critical due to their ability to make the individual reflect on their practice, and provoke analysis for deeper understanding (Tripp, 1993). This notion has been supported by preceding work by Brookfield (1990) who described these incidents as events that are vivid and can be recalled due to its significance, and further contributions from Richards and Farrel (2010) that suggests that critical incidents induce an examination of features of current teaching and learning strategies in hopes of future enhancement. 

The instance in discussion was obtained from an immersive room experience of a Welsh-medium secondary school classroom. The incident will be explored through adopting David Tripp’s critical incident analysis (CIA) framework; this encompasses observing and documenting critical incidents, delving into an identified critical incident by investigating its underpinnings, features and functions (Tripp, 2011), and referring to relevant literature. The value of this lies in the importance of reflective practice for teachers, as this process assists individuals in navigating and evaluating their current methods and performance, and provides them with the understanding and intent to enhance their practice in the future (Gibbs, 1988; Mathew, Mathew & Peechattu, 2017).  
This is specifically relevant to individuals participating in their initial teacher education; Mathew, Mathew and Peechattu (2017) identified that reflective practice for teachers is a meaningful aspect of initial teacher training to improve their quality of teaching and the value of the learning. Additionally, Yang (2009) highlighted how critical reflection is not an instinctive practice for the majority of teachers, particularly student teachers, and suggested that suitable circumstances should be provided for student teachers to implement and advance their reflective skills to encourage a career of reflection.

The purpose of this body of work is to outline the critical incident(s) observed, adopt the CIA framework to explore deeper meaning of the incident, critically engage with relevant academic literature, and provide suggestions of potential teaching and learning methods that can be utilised in the future. In particular, the foundations of student engagement/disengagement will be addressed due to its relevancy to what has formerly been observed.





Literature review

In existence, there is a scope of continuous research that highlights the ever-developing nature of literature that relates to teaching (Granziera, Collie & Martin, 2019). In relation to what has been observed, the subsequent literature review will have a restricted focus on engagement/disengagement in the classroom, with the aim to comprehensively discuss factors that may influence classroom engagement/disengagement and the process of learning.            

Research has proposed that student engagement can be defined by the individual being psychologically invested in their learning (Newman, Wehlage & Lamborn 1992); this notion was supported by additional contributions, such as Alexson and Flick’s (2010) outline that student engagement incorporates active involvement from the learner. 
An irregularity present in research is the understanding of engagement (Fredricks & McColsky, 2012), and in particular, its classification of disengagement. Some categorise disengagement as a deficit of engagement, suggesting engagement is a spectrum (Wang & Degol, 2014), whereas others state that disengagement goes beyond a deficiency, existing as an independent and distinct concept (Jimerson, Campos & Greif, 2003). For the purpose of this review, I will utilise the proposal of the initial statement due to its more consistent presence in literature (Ben-Eliyahu et al, 2018; Balwant, 2018). 

Levels of student engagement in the classroom fluctuate frequently, underpinned by a variety of causes (Lawson & Lawon, 2020). Research has advocated that the three main factors that impact student engagement in the classroom can be categorised into the student themselves, the student’s social interactions in the environment, and the student’s interaction with the content being taught (Fredricks, Blumenfeld & Paris, 2004; Hill et al, 2009; Corso et al, 2013). Although heavily supported by the suggestions of aforementioned literature, it must be considered that there are a number of factors that are beyond what will be discussed at present such as perceived levels of peer support (Wentzel, 1998), the impact of any disorders the individual may possess (attention deficit hyperactivity disorder, autism spectrum disorder, insomnia etc.), and any incidence of sporadic disengagement that may not be a reflection of the students actual engagement, but a likely result of ordinary disruptions that can manifest (Davis & Kmetz, 2015), to mention a few. 

An element of importance is the individual student’s confidence. For instance, research has exhibited that confidence can have significant impacts on student engagement in the classroom as more confident students possess increased motivation to engage with learning (Johnson, 2017). A theoretical model in unification with this is the self-efficacy theory from Bandura (1977), with self-efficacy relating to an individual’s confidence in their ability to succeed on a task. In line with his suggestions, research has presented that students with higher self-efficacy are more likely to challenge themselves academically (Honicke & Broadbent, 2016), persist when challenged (Usher & Pajares, 2008), and contribute to classroom discussions (Brown, 2000). It must be said that the foundations of student confidence, such as anxiety levels, potential insecurities and personal factors will not currently be discussed, but do possess an important role in developing the student’s level of confidence (Rubio, 2007). 
On the other hand, Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (1943) provides an alternative approach, implying that confidence alone cannot solely improve classroom engagement. Opposingly, Maslow suggests that students need to fulfil their basic needs (e.g., food, safety, sense of belonging) before they can attain higher-level needs (e.g., esteem, accomplishment, full potential). This notion has been favoured in literature (Alderman, 1999; Ryan & Deci, 2000). 

Equally, student engagement also possesses a crucial relationship with the content the student is being taught. Research proposes that adopting a suitable level of difficulty produces motivation for a student to engage (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990). Correspondingly, content that presents no difficulty creates boredom (Kanevsky & Keighley, 2003), and content that is too difficult can result in frustration and unease (Acee et al, 2010; Baten et al, 2020). This idea is supported by theoretical models such as Senninger’s Learning Zone Model (LZM) (2000), and Vygotsky’s Sociocultural theory, with emphasis on the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) (1978).  
Vygotsky (1978) coined the ZPD which can be specified as the student’s potential ability that can be reached with the aid of support (the gap between the student’s existent stage of ability and a level that is beyond the student’s current reach). As a development of this, Senninger’s LZM (2000) demonstrates a desirable zone for learning, referred to as the optimal learning zone/mid-point. This is centrally located between the comfort zone and panic zone, with neither being facilitative to student engagement/learning as the comfort zone provides a safety element through familiarity, and the panic zone elicits distress due to its overly challenging nature. To achieve learning, a student is required to move from the comfort zone to the learning zone, with knowledge of their personal boundaries to prevent venturing into the panic zone. Although highly utilised, an obstacle with this model lies in its assumption that the boundary between facilitative and debilitative challenge can easily be recognised by the student and/or educator, and therefore avoided (Manolica et al, 2022). Moreover, Ackerman (1996) discussed the range of complex reactions that can arise to cognitive challenge due to personality differences. Lastly, other content-related factors are important to student engagement, such as the relevancy of what is being taught (Frymier & Shulman, 1998). 

In addition, research has identified that social factors play an influential role in engaging students in the classroom (Corso et al, 2013; Baik, Naylor & Arkoudis, 2015). For example, literature highlights those positive interactions with teachers (Roorda et al, 2011) and peers alike (Wentezel, 1998) are importance contributors to enhancing classroom engagement. 
This notion has been explored significantly by Vygotsky (1978). His sociocultural theory was devised as an addition to the work of Piaget, providing an alternative to the belief that learning is a lone experience for students. Opposingly, Vygotsky suggested that a student’s cognitive and learning competences can be aided by their social interactions, and in particular, benefit from their collaboration with a more knowledgeable other to accomplish a higher level of ability (within the classroom, this could be a peer or a teacher). Although the ZPD has been adopted in education to aid student capability, it has been criticised for possessing the difficulty to be measured specifically (Moll, 1990), disregarding student motivation and implying that learning is dependent on exterior support (Chaiklin, 2003), overlooking the complexity of individual differences (Smagorinsky, 2017).
































Case study

It is important to note that whilst adopting the role of the researcher, the discussion of what has been observed is obligated to act in accordance with the guidelines defined by the British Educational Research Association (BERA). The BERA guidelines (2018) outline ethical standards that a researcher must employ for the safeguard of themselves, the participant/s, and/or those affected by the research. In this instance, it relates to upholding the rights of anonymity and confidentiality, and exercising a high level of respect and sensitivity. 

In terms of contextual information, the footage observed during the immersive room experience has been obtained from a Welsh-medium, state-funded secondary school in Rhondda Cynon Taf. The facility covers mixed-sex education, ages 3-19, and as reported by Estyn, 412 of their overall 631 students are of secondary age. Almost all of the students are of White heritage and speak the Welsh language fluently, and the school reports below average statistics in relation to eligibility for free school meals and students that require additional learning needs provision (Estyn, 2017). This report has been consulted due to a lack of sufficient information from alternate plausible sources. The immersive room experience was accessed on the 21st of September, 2023. The class was composed of one teacher, 17 Year Eight students, and the area of learning and experience (AoLE) was mathematics and numeracy; the topic being explored appeared to be the nth term. During the course of the observation, a number of incidents were noticed, though, only three of these minor critical incidents will be recounted due to their collective relation to the central theme of engagement (refer to Appendix 1 for the completed observation form). 

The first incident recognised was when a student (student B) was not able to offer a response to the question before the answer was provided; following this, their body language and attention shifted, and this seemingly led to a period of disengagement due to their inability to continue at the pace that was set and that other students were at. This was evident in how they repeatedly turned to look at the neighbouring student during the teacher’s explanation and were fidgeting with their mini whiteboard even though there was nothing to present or erase. Subsequently, this was accompanied by a second incident. A student (student C) provided an answer to the question on the mini whiteboard faster than the other students; they completed the question 20 seconds after the visual stimuli was supplied on the main whiteboard. However, when they presented this to the teacher, it was requested that they placed the board down until every student in the class was ready. As a result, the student C could be seen fiddling with the resources, tapping on the desk and directing their focus on their surrounding environment (i.e., looking around the classroom and outside through the window), leading to delayed participation when the class resumed the lesson. In addition to this, the student did not produce the same amount of enthusiasm for the successive task, potentially having lost motivation to contribute their best effort to the activity.  
The two incidents outlined occurred during the same activity, and from this, it can be inferred that the level of work may not have been suited to either student in relation to their existing ability; the content may be too challenging for student B, though not stimulating enough for student C. This coincides with theoretical models outlined in the literature review, including the ZPD (Vygotsky, 1978) and the LZM (Senninger, 2000) which both emphasise the necessity for desirably challenging tasks for students that are relative to their individual capabilities to aid engagement and progression of learning. 

As a final incident to highlight for this case study, the teacher posed a question to the class as a collective and a student (student D) briefly raises their hand, but quickly retracts it. They can be seen scanning the classroom while half-slumped over the desk, looking to see which students were responding. It can be assumed from this display that the individual may have been aware of the correct response, though they did not possess enough confidence to fulfil a contribution to the class verbally, and possibly wanted to adopt a more passive approach to internally confirm their answer in conjunction with peer responses as opposed to being an active participant and experiencing this directly.
This particular incident relates to research surrounding student confidence. Earlier considered literature states that more confident students possess increased motivation to engage with learning (Johnson 2017; Smith & Brown, 2019), suggesting that it is likely that those with lower confidence are less likely to engage in the classroom. This seems likely, as it aligns with what can be inferred from student D’s behaviour. 



















Evaluation of teaching and learning methods

Within the profession of teaching, critical reflection possesses significance in the justification of teaching and learning methods (Donaldson, 2015). The foundations of reflective practice are attributed to the early work of Dewey (1933); he 
proposed that reflection is an active component of learning, including questioning what has been recalled to explore and understand the situation, what contributed to the outcome, and what could be done to alter the result (if needed). Later revisions by Schön (1983) connected reflection to professional practice, and made distinctions on reflection in action (in the moment) and reflection on action (retrospectively). As a result of this, a number of reflective practice models have been proposed to aid the development of teaching practices. 
For the purpose of my own reflection, I will employ a post-event reflection model, which aligns with the general principles put forth by Dewey (1933). Although Gibbs’ framework of reflection (1988) possesses 6 clearly defined categories to aid reflection and the identification of teaching and learning methods, the Experiential Learning Cycle (ELC) proposed by Kolb (1984) aligns better with the viewpoint of reflection being a continuous practice due to the model’s cyclical nature. The ELC contains four stages and was constructed to assist individuals to look at their experience (concrete experience), reflect on what happened (reflective observation), question and conclude personal findings from the experience to learn from (abstract conceptualisation), and then utilise the recently acquired knowledge in practice (active experimentation). Likewise, the ELC shares similarities with Schön (1983), as both place emphasis on the importance of experience in reflective practice.

Applying Kolb’s ELC model (1984), the observation (see Appendix 1) presented a small number of disengaged students (students B, C & D) with a variety of factors potentially liable for this. The behaviours presented in this incident and the literature available simultaneously suggest that the reasons lie in lack of appropriate resources to challenge students on an independent level (Vygotsky, 1978; Senninger, 2000), and low student confidence (Maslow, 1943; Johnson 2017; Smith & Brown, 2019). Aligning with the third stage of the ELC model, research states that it is a necessity for educators to utilise efficient, useful strategies that take into consideration reflective and researched-informed practice in an attempt to improve engagement (Ferguson, 2021), and the information gathered at this stage will indicate potential future teaching and learning methods. 

To refer to the observation, the subject content of the lesson was displayed to the students via a whiteboard, which allowed the teacher to interact with, and develop, some of the questions as examples for the whole class. As research states, modelling is a pedagogical strategy where the teacher explains and illustrates something a student must learn; the student learns by watching this demonstration, taking notes of the processes, and engaging in questioning and answering to solidify their knowledge (Haston, 2007). The benefits of this are seen in a variety of avenues of research, such as enhancing student understanding (Collins, Brown & Newman, 1989), developing student confidence (Rosenshine, 2012), and improving individual student motivation to engage in the classroom (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Correspondingly, Hattie (2009) found that modelling possessed an effect size of 0.59, and worked examples had a similar effect size of 0.57, presenting the importance of modelling in the classroom for student engagement and learning. 

However, it must be noted that not all students are able to learn and/or engage in the same way, therefore whole class modelling may present an issue at times. The concept of differentiation complements this, and can be defined by how instruction, resources, materials, and teaching strategies can be modified to meet student needs (hence increasingly accessibility) (Unesco, 2017), and therefore promotes student engagement in the learning occurring. Differentiation has been recognised to be advantageous to a number of student clusters, such as additional learning needs students, English as a second language students, and heterogenous grouping of students. Nevertheless, it must be noted that this is only effective if supported sufficiently, and employed consistently for students (Smale-Jacobse et al, 2019). Hattie (2012) discovered an effect size of 1.07 to response to intervention (differentiated teaching), and highlights that effective differentiation improves both student confidence and engagement. 

[bookmark: _Hlk149858439]An element of work related to differentiation is scaffolding; this includes providing, and then gradually fading, support to aid developing student’s independent capabilities (Van de Pol, Volman & Beishuizen, 2010). Scaffolding ensures that both content and progression is accessible to the student, encouraging their engagement and participation (Donovan and Smolkin, 2002; Krause, Stark & Mandl, 2003). There are a number of considerations surrounding scaffolding in educational settings, such as ensuring that subject-related skills are being scaffolded as well as, and not instead of, metacognitive skills (Askell-Williams, Lawson & Skrzypiec, 2012), and that it is executed correctly to ensure that students are steadily improving, as opposed to remaining in their comfort zone (Senninger, 2000) where not much evolution of skill occurs (Black & Allen, 2018). In support of scaffolding, Hattie (2009) discovered that scaffolding possessed an effect size of 0.53, supporting its effectiveness in student engagement and learning. 

In consideration of the ELC’s final stage (Kolb, 1984), responding to the critical incidents observed with hindsight and contributions from research-informed teaching and learning practices, I would employ the use of modelling, differentiation and scaffolding in an attempt to alleviate difficulties surrounding lack of appropriate resources to challenge students independently, and perceived low levels of student confidence. 
Modelling is a strategy that can assist an increase of confidence in student demographics such as student D, as effective modelling is compiled of a demonstration (Bandura, 1977), a pre-conceived guide to what the product should be like once completed, and planning for misconceptions to limit confusion (Teklu & Terefe, 2022). Riches (2019) supports this notion, as his research displayed how effective modelling had the ability to reduce student errors, and this increased their confidence. 
Additionally, students such as student C could benefit from differentiated practice to ensure that they are academically challenged, progressing their capabilities and expanding their learning (Ziernwald, Hillmayr & Holzberger, 2022); this premise also corresponds to research relating the LZM (Senninger, 2000) due to its intent to encourage students to continuously develop beyond their current capability at their own rate, reflecting on their individual prior learning and merits as opposed to peers.
As a final reference back to the critical incident, scaffolding would be a good strategy to employ in the classroom to support students such as student B as supported learning has been shown to increase engagement, confidence, and attainment in students (Laal & Laal, 2012). This notion is supported by the work of Vygotsky’s ZPD (1978) that advocated for students to progress their abilities in a way that is initially collaborative with fellow peers and/or educators (a more knowledgeable other), leading to eventually becoming independent.



























Discussion

As the above-mentioned literature has documented, student engagement is intricate and continuously subject to alteration. In response, research encourages educators to employ effective teaching and learning strategies to produce a conductive learning environment for students. Particularly in relation to the discussed critical incidents from my observation and input from publications surrounding student engagement, I believe that it would be essential to employ teaching and learning practices relating to modelling, differentiation and scaffolding for the reasons previously discussed, to both address and prevent future difficulty in the classroom environment. 
Reflecting with the knowledge I have gained thus far, research has presented some complementary strategies that I would also consider employing in my future practice. 

An illustration of one of these elements is formative assessment, which refers to a type of assessment that occurs in the moment to track student progress and understanding; the information collated is then utilised to further assist student needs during the reminder of the activity (Black & Wiliam, 1998). The use of mini whiteboards is an example of whole class formative assessment, and specific to the use of mini whiteboards, research has displayed that its use elicits increased student engagement (Musti-Rao, Kroeger & Schumacher, 2008; Christle & Schuster, 2003) as it encourages active participation from all students during whole class questioning (Nagro et al, 2016; Clayton & Woodard, 2007). I believe that this would be an important tool to adopt in my own pedagogical practices due to its ability to engage all students at a given time, and provides the opportunity to examine the general consensus and level of understanding in the room. I would also use it to guide my differentiated pedagogical choices, employing a focus on individual students to ensure that all students are able to learn and progress, relative to their personal capability.
An active element of this teaching and learning strategy is feedback (Black & Wiliam, 2009). Hattie (2009) recognised the importance of feedback as it possessed an effect size of 0.73. Further literature has supported this notion, suggesting that feedback assists educators in becoming more competent, students in identifying areas of improvement and providing suggestions on methods of enhancement, and that immediate feedback is an effective tool to assist students in progressing while they remain engaged (Obilor, 2019). Following from this, suggestions include that feedback should be interactive, potentially avoiding the use of grades when not necessary as this has been seen to disengage students from qualitative feedback (Lipnevich et al, 2013), that feedback should possess both positive elements and steps to improve to build student confidence (Marzano, 2010), and that the feedback needs be utilised by the student and the educator for it to be effective (Black & Wiliam, 1998). As indicted by the research, I would use feedback as often as possible to and encourage students, especially in the moment, employing interactive elements, such as actions that need to be completed, to ensure that progress occurs. 

Moreover, as indicated by Hattie, (2009), Muijs et al (2014) and Wiliam (2014), motivate questioning in general is an extremely important element in teaching as it increases engagement and participation from students.  A factor that educators need to consider is the type of questions being used in the classroom; for example, questions should be asked not only to recall prior knowledge, but to activate higher-level thinking in students (Ertmer, Sadaf & Ertmer, 2011). I will adopt progressive questioning in the classroom, utilising research such as Blooms’ Taxonomy (1956) to inform my questioning, to ensure that what is being asked activates students to think, develop and progress, as suggested by aforementioned literature. 

As can be inferred from the vast literature that has been discussed, a proficient standard of teaching and learning appears to be rooted in student-centred, varied, consistent practices and pedagogies. 






























Conclusion and Recommendations

This body of work has consisted of an exploration of a critical incident deriving from an observation, engagement with relevant academic literature and an inquiry into potential teaching and learning strategies that could be adopted. Specifically, these aspects have focused on the foundations of student engagement/disengagement, and research-informed reflective practices. 

In relation to the case study, it has previously been suggested that employing the use of modelling (Collins, Brown & Newman, 1989; Ryan & Deci, 2000; Rosenshine, 2012), differentiation (Unesco, 2017; Hall, 2017) and scaffolding (Donovan and Smolkin, 2002; Krause et al, 2003) could alleviate some of the difficulties surrounding lack of appropriate resources to challenge students independently, and low levels of student confidence, which have seemingly underpinned a lack of student engagement in this instance. In addition to these, it has also been expressed that formative assessment (Black & Wiliam, 1998), feedback (Black & Wiliam, 2009; Obilor, 2019), and progressive questioning (Blooms, 1956; Ertmer, Sadaf & Ertmer, 2011; Muijs et al, 2014; Wiliam, 2014) could further enhance these areas. 
	Through my in-depth research, it has been made clear that these pedagogies are not sufficient to be used alone, and therefore I would ensure to adopt a combination of these to best suit the demographics of student in my classes. Considering the efficacy of these teaching and learning methods, the aforementioned research suggests that if employed correctly, the impact of the implementation of the strategies will be present in increased student engagement, elevated student confidence and incremental academic progress (Maslow, 1943; Vygotsky, 1978; Senninger, 2000).  

Investigating these critical incidents adopting the CIA framework (Tripp, 2011) has provided me with the opportunity to explore the meaning of behaviours that can arise in the classroom environment, and understand that there are methods that can be employed to improve student’s educational experiences for the better. 
In relation to the professional standards, the discussed teaching and learning pedagogies correspond with the demonstration of possessing knowledge in relation to differentiation to meet all learner needs, understanding that the learning process is gradual, and that the provision of feedback encourages reflective, progressive learners. 








Appendices 

Appendix 1 - OBSERVATION / FIELD NOTES.

	Date and time, year group:
21/09/2023. Year 8 group. 

	Where and When: 

· Immersive room video – accessed 21st of September, 2023. 

· Minimal contextual information – Mathematics lesson, year 8 group, the subject being covered appears to be ‘nth term’. 
· 17 students present, all dispursed in the classroom. 
· Male and female students present – mostly sitting with students of the same-sex. 

· Classrom culture appears positive – some open conversations with the teacher, reference to some display board to assist with the ongoing work, resources stored in an organised manner. 


	What happened: 

Throughout the lesson, a number of complementary incidents happened that piqued interest. 
· 05.05 – Child A (sitting on the left-hand side of the room, third row) did not have access to a whiteboard pen as all of the other students did at this point in time, and proceeded to put their hand up to request one off the teacher. For a few seconds, the teacher was not aware of this and continued to give the class the instructions for the starter task. Once the teacher noticed, the student was provided with the resource, but as they did not pay attention to the instructions and they were concerned with not having a whiteboard pen, they was unaware of what to do, and looked visibly confused. 
· 05.51 – Child B (sitting on the left-hand side of the room, first row) did not complete the question before the teacher had provided the answer; this led to disengagement as they could not keep up with the pace at this time. 
· 07.05 – Child C (sitting on the right-hand side of the room, fourth row) is the fastest student to answer the question and display it to the room on the mini whiteboard. The teacher requests that she puts the board down until everyone is ready, and she appears disinterested in the task following this interaction. 
· 21.49 – Child D (sitting on the left-hand side of the room, second row) looks around the room to see how many people had their hands up after the teacher has posed a question to the collective. After doing this, they slumped onto the table, listening to the other students discuss the answers. 

General incidents:
· All students engaged with the mini whiteboards when instructed to – this provided themselves the opportunity to display their level of knowledge visually if they lacked the confidence to do so verbally. 
· Throughout a majority of the lesson, only those that put their hands up verbally engaged with the class teacher about the topic – these were seemingly more confidence students who did not get the answers incorrect, and completed their work the fastest. 


	Areas of possible exploration: 

· Reasons that underpin different levels of enagagement in the classroom. 
· Student confidence. 
· Zone of Proximal Development. 
· Effective assessment for learning techniques. 
· The role of positive feedback for students. 


	Notes: 

· Unsure of the time of day. 

· The class teacher appears to have a good relationship with some of her students, interacting about their likes outside of school (mainly music, concerts etc.), though this may have been distracting for other students that were still on track, and do not complete work as fast as other students and/or are not confident enough to speak out loud in class unless they have to. 
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