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Introduction

This essay will aim to critically evaluate an observed incident that has taken place within a classroom environment. Tripp’s (1993) critical incident methodology will provide the basis for how the selected critical incident is evaluated. Tripp (2011) indicates that critical incidents are formed when “value judgements” (p.8) are made. This signifies that incidents become critical when value and meaning is attributed to them. Tripp (2011) further assumes this stance stating that critical incidents are not independent of the observer and may occur on numerous occasions throughout a day. The frequent occurrence of such incidents may cause them to appear “typical rather than critical” (Tripp, 2011. p.25). However, as aforementioned, the analysis of, and assumptions drawn from the incident subsequently attach value and gains recognition as being significant (Tripp, 2011).

Education is diverse and dynamic meaning that it is ever changing. It is imperative that those in education are prepared to become reflective practitioners in order to be effective teachers. Effective teaching is comprised heavily of pedagogical strategies that the teacher employs. Pedagogy entails the act of teaching which is underpinned by theory that make certain the appropriate application based on the ability of the learner (Alexander, 2008). The utilisation of Tripp’s (1993) methodology ensures regular and meaningful reflections can be undertaken by educators which point toward a professional and reflective practitioner. This encompasses professional development, an integral strand of teaching and leadership, justifying the use for Tripp’s (1993) methodology as a means of critical reflection. Further justification may present itself through this methods capacity to create a community of critical practitioners through sharing critical incidents with one another. This can aid in enhancing collegiality, giving greater direction in terms of improvement (Joyce, 1991). Additionally, Richards and Farrell (2005) imply that through this lens of critical reflection, teachers are encouraged to pose critical questions related to teaching, illustrating an elevation of awareness in their practice which elicits effective teaching. This is all made more prominent when considering the higher levels of autonomy provided for teachers by the new Welsh curriculum (Sinnema et al., 2020). 

The chosen critical incident is concerned with a lack of engagement and enthusiasm from a group of ‘more able’ students within the class for a sustained period of time. The class is found in a mainstream setting and ability grouping has been employed by the teacher. The incident will be expanded upon and critically evaluated in due course with a background on ability grouping and theories surrounding educational engagement applied.

Literature Review

Operant conditioning (Skinner, 1938) is considered to be a key principle of behaviourism. Skinner (1938) concludes that behaviour can be shaped and altered depending on consequences. From an engagement perspective, positive feedback can be used to incentivize active participation from learners. Skinner (1938) also proposes that students display a greater likelihood to maintain higher levels of engagement after receiving positive feedback. Kazdin (1982) holds a similar set of beliefs and puts forward the idea of token economy systems, consisting of a reward system that induces desired behaviours. This is an example of extrinsic motivation which Deci and Ryan (1985) argue is largely utilised to externally reward individuals or for the purpose of evading punishment.

Despite not being entirely aligned with the behaviourist approach, Bandura (1977) presents the social cognitive theory. This concept alludes to the idea that behaviour can be shaped through modelling and reinforcement. Bandura (1977) indicates that teachers can both model and catch instances of engaged behaviour and continue to reinforce them. This theme of immediate feedback is a fundamental of behaviourism. Skinner (1954) proclaims that the presence of immediate feedback can guide or reinforce learning. This is achieved based upon the form of feedback that is provided. For example, positive feedback and reinforcement will be used when attempting to reward or strengthen certain behaviours. Contrastingly, feedback will be given in a negative manner to discourage specific actions (Skinner, 1938). Skinner (1938) coined this as operant conditioning. This theory is dependent on immediate feedback as it will shape behaviour based off whether feedback is positive or negative as previously discussed. Pavlov (1927) proposes another manner of conditioning; classical conditioning. Although, this concept is concerned with creating conditioned responses derived from a neutral stimulus (Pavlov, 1927). Within a school context, this may be displayed when ‘tidy-up’ music is played to which children respond by tidying, in spite of no command from the teacher. 

Feedback, in positive and negative senses, as long as delivered in a constructive manner can be extremely useful. Hattie & Timperley (2007) insinuate that immediate feedback has the capacity improve the learning outcomes of students. By outlining them with an obvious route for improvement, learners experience raised levels of motivation (Hattie and Timperley, 2007). As students navigate this ‘pathway to success’, their progress leads to feelings of competence and achievement (Nicol & Macfarlane-Dick, 2006). The real-time support that feedback provides is capable of maintaining engagement for learners as described by Narciss (2004). Similarities of this timely feedback can be drawn with the notion of scaffolding. Bruner (1983) describes scaffolding as the interactive process where adjustments to the amount and type of support given are made. This holds great importance as providing assistance to children elicits further desirable behaviours (Wolery et al, 1992), therefore, ultimately boosting engagement.

Interestingly, scaffolding may not always be provided by the teacher. Vygotsky (1978) developed the theory of the zone of proximal development (ZPD). The ZPD indicates how social contact with a more knowledgeable other (MKO) can contribute to the development of new learning and understanding. Vygotsky (1978) defines the ZPD as “the difference between the child’s actual developmental level as determined by independent problem solving” and their “potential development as determined through problem solving under adult guidance or in collaboration with more capable peers” (p.86). Adult guidance and collaboration with more capable peers refer to those who scaffold the learning. A Vygotskian, social constructivist approach emphasises the role of social interaction has on cognitive development (Thomas, 2005). Social constructivism entails structuring the learning environment into small groups of peers who work together to achieve a common goal (Keenan et al., 2016). The existence of a common goal proves to be critical as cooperative learning environments yield the greatest success when common goals are shared and adopted (Forman, 1993). 
Additionally, when peer or group-work approaches are utilised, there may be students who are particularly accomplished with a grounded understanding of the work that they have been given. This may allow for certain students to provide ‘expert’ instruction to fellow learners who are less skilled than themselves (Rogoff, 1998). This is the embodiment of the MKO. Critically, Vyogtsky (1978) implies that students display highest levels of engagement when working within the zone of proximal development. This statement advocates for social-constructivist approaches to be employed within classrooms across the country if pupil engagement can be maximised by this approach to teaching and learning. Vygotsky’s socio-cultural theory (1978) attaches great value and meaning to social interactions and the role they play in cognitive development. However, such interactions can be altered and tainted by teacher perceptions based on multiple socio-economic factors that heavily intersect.

One’s social class is an example of a socio-economic factor which can ultimately impact upon student engagement. The reasons why educational attainment differs amongst social classes can be better understood by looking at the intricate processes that occur in the classroom. According to Bernstein (2003), pedagogy, one of the microlevel social processes that manifests itself in education, is connected to the macrolevel social structures of class. Alternative pedagogical approaches, which Bernstein (2003) refers to as the visible and invisible pedagogy, represent the differences in socialisation procedures that result from class location. Young people from differing social classes are able to translate different forms of pedagogy. For example, Sadovnik (1991) concludes that those from the middle-class can successfully understand the visible and invisible pedagogies that are commonly used within school environments. The work of Bernstein (2003) indicates that the invisible pedagogy is largely comprised of how teachers and students interact. When students understand the invisible pedagogy, they are likely to frequently experience deeper and more significant interactions.

These interactions propel particular students into the higher sets and toward higher level of attainment. In contrast, those lacking such meaningful interactions find themselves placed in lower sets. In turn, this results in lower expectations from teachers which coincide with a decrease in meaningful exchanges. Ball (1981) finds that students quickly become discouraged when placed in lower sets and continue to gradually lose interest in education which impacts upon their engagement in class. Moreover, Archer et al, (2018) also produced similar findings relating to decreased aspirations and negative feelings toward students’ own ability.

Teacher expectations are particularly significant as raised expectations from teachers can lead to improved student outcomes (Ball, 1981). In addition, Ladd et al, (1999) outlines that those who experience positive and supportive relationships with their teachers exhibit higher levels of attainment. This illustrates the importance positive student-teacher associations hold as developmental assets for learners (Birch & Ladd, 1997). Becker (1970) is of the viewpoint that those labelled in a positive light develop better in an academic sense, while those seen as ‘low-performers’ or ‘bad students’ display stagnation and decline in levels of attainment (Becker, 1970). This aligns with the Pygmalion effect (Rosenthal and Jacobson, 1968) which demonstrates the impact of positive and negative expectations on outcome and often rings true within education, usually fortunately for those in positions of privilege and negatively for those from the working-class. Stereotype threat (Steele and Aronson, 1995) is another theory that signifies the implications of self-fulfilling prophecies within education. Stereotype threat transpires when individuals are aware of existing negative perceptions regarding a group they find themselves in. These pronounced connotations lead to an underperformance in activities that further ‘confirm’ the biases (Steele & Aronson, 1995). These theories often lead to decreases in engagement as individuals are often faced with regression as a result of societal standpoints.

While much of this has referred to setting, comparisons can be drawn between setting and ability grouping within a singular class. In fact, negative peer expectations from within a cohort can generate disengagement (Kindermann, 2007), thus, impacting upon attainment. Clearly, teacher conduct, pedagogy and interactions for example, coupled with ability grouping can have a sustained effect on the level of engagement that learners display. Furthermore, this can inhibit academic achievement and ultimately life chances as Levin (2009) expresses.


Explanation of Case Study

The critical incident that I have decided to critically evaluate comes from the video shown within the immersive room. Unfortunately, as the observation I made was via video and not in-person, a lack of background context is apparent. This may implicate any of the assumptions drawn from the critical incident. Nevertheless, some information was made available surrounding the context of the observation which will now be discussed.

The class consists of 24 children who are in year 4. This class size can be considered fairly small and is significant as Ginwright et al, (2006) suggests that overcrowding in the classroom can inhibit engagement. Contradictory to this, disengagement still presents itself as an issue in this scenario despite a low class size.

The classroom layout has been designed by the teacher in a particular manner. The front right table are English as an additional language (EAL) students. The front left table is made up of ‘less able’ learners with a teaching assistant present to support their progress. The front row includes additional learning needs (ALN) students whilst the back tables are generally ‘more able’ students split between boys and girls.

The critical incident viewed highlights a lack of engagement from the female ‘more able’ group. Research supports reasons for little engagement from EAL learners and students with ALN, for example, Molina and Peercy (2013) identify barriers to participation for EAL learners which stem from language proficiency challenges that limit the depth and volume of interactions with teachers and peers. Also, disabled students, who do not have their learning needs met may surrender active participation (Reid & Knight, 2006). These two examples coupled with much of the aforementioned literature from the literature review allude to reasons as to why ‘lower to medium ability’ students encounter difficulties with educational engagement, however, my critical incident illustrates unsatisfactory engagement from ‘more able' students. As stated, this case study concerns a group of learners as opposed to an individual and will be evaluated through Tripp’s (1993) critical incident lens.
The scenario involves the teacher providing each table with an item of footwear. Students are tasked with analysing the piece of footwear and describing their thoughts and feelings toward it, including anything that they find interested or unsure of. At the beginning of the activity, all learners were engaged and undertook the task as instructed, although after a short degree of time it was clear that the ‘more able’ group of girls had become disengaged with the task. I assumed this largely based off body language, facial expression and reduced interaction between the group. This indicates a decline to continually conform to teacher instruction. Wang and Eccles (2012) provide a potential explanation for this behaviour, suggesting that tasks or activities of inadequate difficulty can result in disengagement. It is clear that further challenge should have been given to this particular group. This links to Bruner’s (1983) idea of scaffolding where learning should be supported. However, lack if appropriate challenge for the highlighted group almost eradicates the possibility of supporting their learning. Appropriate challenge must be provided that is in line with a learner’s ability level (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990), therefore maintaining student engagement. Where there is an absence of subsequent, stratified challenge, students may reach boredom (Wang & Eccles, 2012). In my opinion, this is what occurred during the activity and the cohort had lost interest and enthusiasm in the learning process (Fredricks et al, 2004). This is detrimental in the students journey to becoming ambitious, capable learners and enterprising, creative contributors, two of the four purposes outlined in the new Welsh curriculum (Welsh Government, 2019). Finally, it is noteworthy to mention that a positive, relaxed classroom climate seemed apparent.

Teaching and Learning Methods

Within my own practice I would like to think that I would approach certain activities in a different manner. Coe et al, (2014) lists pedagogical content knowledge as a facet of great teaching. This involves tailoring the delivery of tasks and instruction to each individual child. I place particular importance on strong relationships with students, meaning I am aware of their ability and specific needs. Therefore, I would scale activities and provide appropriate challenges for my students in order to sustain engagement throughout the duration of a lesson. This displays differentiation within my practice to meet the needs of students (Tomlinson, 2001) boosting engagement as aligning instruction with individualised needs and interests raises motivation (Tomlinson, 2003). Furthermore, positive relationships would lead to improved attainment as outlined by Ladd et al, (1999) which is often the marker for teacher effectiveness rather than measured student engagement interestingly.

I acknowledge that it may not be entirely easy to structure lessons and activities that attune to the specific needs of learners. However, guidance and support is provided by the curriculum in the form of progression steps and what matters statements (Welsh Government, 2019) for example. This can aid in making meaningful links between the practices you employ and the Welsh curriculum which I intend to make use of. Through differentiating your practice, making learning achievable, yet challenging for students, engagement can be largely guaranteed. Nevertheless, it is necessary to be mindful of the social, economic and cultural factors presented by Bernstein (2003) that can impact the way in which we interact and treat our pupils. I will need to be aware of and make an effort to prevent these unconscious biases from effecting the pedagogical practices I apply.

Structuring initial tasks and challenges to the needs of learners is critical in ensuring engagement early on. Although, to facilitate continued active participation, it must be married with additional classroom practices. An example of such, is assessment for learning (AfL). AfL prioritises the learning process over outcome (Black et al, 2003) which allows for learning to be supported primarily through tailored instruction and targeted feedback (Stobart, 2008). This illustrates a profound connection between AfL and learning theories centred around feedback which would ideally result in seamless transition when introduced into classroom practice. Bakula (2010) describes formative assessment (AfL) as informal indicating that it has the capacity for multiple uses throughout the school day. Regarding my practice, I would use AfL techniques to continuously challenge the knowledge and thinking of learners which would negate the temptation to disengage.

A further benefit of AfL is its fluidity. Students can be better stimulated when moving away from the rigidity of lesson plans which AfL can facilitate. This hands students a degree of responsibility over their own learning and encourages them to become proactive rather than passive. This is crucial as Haynes et al, (2012) points out a belief amongst teachers that passive students do not make use of feedback effectively. Therefore, by developing the autonomy of students, their educational experiences are further enhanced leading to improved outcomes.

Williams (2017) sets out a well-constructed list that demonstrates the principles that underpin AfL. I will refer to these guidelines to ensure the appropriate and successful implementation of AfL within my classroom. Peer and self-assessment is a form of AfL. Black et al, (2003) propose that self-assessment skills are developed through peer assessment which helped in recognising quality, giving learners a source of motivation to improve. Regarding self-assessment, Didau (2018) provides a critique insinuating pupils often make inferences on their own work confidence, rather than through the lens of a clear set of instructions. Falchikov (2005) on the other hand passes the notion that self-assessment can be useful in developing self-regulatory skills which is integral for critical thinking (Roopnarine & Johnson, 2005). This holds further importance when considering the work of Prins et al, (2006) who imply that academic attainment can be increased via the development of thinking skills. Personally, this provides justification for its use and I look forward to implementing it.

Effective questioning is an additional AfL strategy. The rationale for questioning is clear and proposed by Black et al. (2003) who exemplifies how posing a question elicits cognition which then provides data based off of the response which then informs teaching. Stahl and Murray (1994) finds that the average wait time from teachers, after asking a question is between 0.7 and 1.4 seconds. To utilise questioning effectively in my practice, I must ensure that I manufacture thought-provoking questions and allow students time to process the question and respond to it. The likelihood for students, and disengaged students in particular answering questions can be enhanced by creating a positive classroom environment. Hamre and Pianta (2001) claim that positive relationships between students and teachers are integral in the construction of positive learning environments. Much of the research in this essay has highlighted the importance of these relationships and the effects they can bring about, but this research presents another dynamic also. Inclusive environments boost engagement by giving students a sense of belonging (Sutherland & Mitchell, 2020). According to Stratigos et al. (2014), this improves self-assurance which is necessary in forming social relationships (Goodall & Montgomery, 2014). This further improves the quality of interactions in social-constructivist classrooms. I aim to create a warm and inclusive classroom climate when teaching in order to facilitate the benefits above.

To summarise, I will aim to construct challenging activities for all students, based upon ability level with help from curriculum guidance whilst scaffolding their learning through the provision of tailored feedback in a timely manner. Feedback will mostly come from Afl strategies such as lollipop sticks or from the examples mentioned above which will be useful in preventing disengagement within the class and have vast and clear educational benefits. Consistent effort will be made to maintain a positive learning environment where all learners feel comfortable and confident in spite of disparities in ability. I will keep in mind Gardner’s (1993) theory of multiple intelligences in an attempt to best connect with different learners in different ways. This will be a fundamental of my pedagogical approach in recognising that all students have potential so must be met with high expectations to yield positive outcomes as previously discussed.

Discussion

The absence of appropriate challenge within the lesson has been critiqued, although perhaps there is rationale for its use. Nevin (1988) developed behavioural momentum theory and include how the provision of simple tasks as a start point can build behavioural momentum, elevating levels of engagement when undertaking tasks of greater difficulty. It is difficult to assess as to whether this was the reasoning applied by the teacher as it was only a video that was observed with no chance of probing the practitioner. 

Deci and Ryan (1985) present self-determination theory, encompassed of autonomy, competency and relatedness. With a ‘more able’ group, competency can be assured for the most part. Additionally, relatedness is often not a complication as ‘higher ability’ students tend to have positive relationships with teachers as research (Ball 1981;Bernstein 2003; Sadovnik 1991) has shown. However, autonomy can be debated. If the teacher does not afford students much autonomy, their levels of intrinsic motivation can be lowered, negatively impacting engagement in the classroom (Deci, Vallerand, Pelletier, & Ryan, 1991). This may have been the case from the critical incident although one can only speculate.

While the classroom setup allowed for social interaction and collaboration, little was displayed by the ‘higher-ability’ group indicating a lack of appropriate challenge for them. This resulted in a significant lack of motivation to effectively engage which would facilitate the process of cognitive restructuring and lead to new learning taking place. O’Donnel (2006) indicates that cognitive restructuring can be promoted through collaboration which the classroom environment was capable of supporting. However, it is evident that the task provided was a hindrance and appeared to limit the level of social interaction.  Activities should be used to supplement the learning environment and as a means of eliciting cognition. As stated by Coe et al, (2014), the learning environment and classroom climate are features of great teaching. Environments comprised of an availability of appropriate resources, respectful relationships and opportunities for peer collaboration (Davies et al, 2013) are beneficial in enhancing sustained shared thinking which permits peers to communicate and engage in discussion in order to achieve meaning (Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2002). Higher cognitive outcomes for learners are often observed within these forms of classroom environment (Siraj-Blatchford, 2002). This illustrates the importance of the learning environment alongside the utilisation of suitable resources to ignite debate and discussion which promote the formation of new understanding through the lens of social constructivism.

Interestingly, consideration must be paid to the effect ability grouping can play. Perhaps same-ability grouping eradicates or at least minimises the potential benefits of Vygotsky’s (1978) socio-cultural theory as, in principle, all learners would be at the same, or at least similar stages of cognitive development. This could prove to be detrimental as Vygotsky (1978) implies that students display highest levels of engagement when working within the zone of proximal development. This suggestion may provide some rationale as to why engagement from the ‘more able’ group was limited as it was not necessary for any individual to take on the role of educator as they possessed no greater expertise than those within their peer group. Moreover, no student was needing of assistance from a MKO as they all appeared to hold a good understanding of the task. Within same-ability classrooms, the role of MKO would almost entirely fall on the teacher. This would largely alter classroom power-dynamics with the teacher now possibly solely viewed as an imparter of knowledge. This may be considered as regressive, in turn begging the question as to whether same-ability grouping has a place in the modern educational sphere.

Conclusion and Recommendations

Through using Tripp’s (1993) critical incident methodology, I have realised just how explicit learning theories are within teaching and learning, yet are often so subtle in how they present themselves. I plan to research numerous learning theories, in great depth to underpin my own teaching so that I can become a critical, research informed practitioner. 

Through employing strategies that raise educational engagement, outcomes are often improved. Furthermore, increased engagement can assist in students achieving the four purposes which lie centrally to the Welsh curriculum. Priority should be given to raising engagement for all students. Although particularly those who find themselves in contexts where it can be challenging.

Practitioners must be mindful of the circumstances that young people are based in. Expectations must remain high for each individual, with positive student-teacher relationships a constant so that the benefits outlined by the work of Ball (1981), Ladd et al. (1999) and Birch and Ladd (1997) can be felt. This will be a fundamental of my practice with the findings of Gardner (1983) a useful reminder of each student’s potential. A further staple of my practice will be AfL with such strategies ensuring consistent engagement as well as being a useful measure of learner progress. Moreover, this would allow me to prevent timely, individualised feedback which has had its importance emphasised throughout this essay.
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Appendix

OBSERVATION / FIELD NOTES

Record 1
	Date and time, year group: Year 4


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

Within the classroom, during a lesson. Not much additional context.
Classroom setup appears to be normal.






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

Back table of girls (more able) have looked disinterested for a while. Based off facial expression and body language. Lower levels of interaction as compared to other tables as time went on. No noticeable interactions with the teacher. No added challenge to task for this capable group – lead to disengagement.







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

Ability grouping
Educational engagement and disengagement research
Wellbeing?
Classroom climate
Soical interactions – with teacher aswell!







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

Environment seems fairly relaxed with each group provided a ‘hook’. Directions outlined by teacher to an extent although there is a lack of continuous challenge for higher ability groups.
Unsure as to time of day.
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