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Introduction
There are numerous factors to consider when critically evaluating an observed incident within any given school, but it vital to carry out necessary research and reading before any conclusions can be drawn. This assignment aims to evaluate an observed critical incident within a classroom, by exploring the possible causations and studying and engaging with previous academic scholarship in order to identify the next teaching and learning steps. Whilst the term ‘critical incident’ conjures ideas of a dramatic situation requiring professional intervention, the reality of documenting such instances is not so sensational. However, the simplest of these observations can prove very powerful when effectively evaluating and reflecting on them. David Tripp emphasises the importance of critical reflection and the multiple benefits it provides to both teacher and learner. In his book, Critical Incidents in Teaching (2012), he presents the argument that a critical incident is “an interpretation of the significance of an event” (2012, p8) – he infers that these ‘incidents’ only become ‘critical’ because of the way we have viewed the situation, which can only be determined as such after further evaluation, research and reflection. Tripp goes on to highlight the need for introspection within the teaching profession, asserting the idea that anyone looking to answer to the question ‘Why did (do) I do that?’ can do so for themselves (2012, p109). The process of documenting something and allowing time afterwards to revisit what happened is integral to improving as a practitioner – Tripp repeatedly mentions the ‘routine’ of teaching, arguing that the evaluation of an action or incident (big or small), allows for critical reflection and the introduction of introspective questions like “how can I do that better?”, “is there a more efficient way to convey this?” and the like. Taking an example of an observed incident, this assignment explores the incident itself and the context around it – most prominently, behaviour management but also ability grouping and the possible effects on class dynamic – going on to look at the next teaching and learning steps.

The Role of Critical Reflection
Perhaps the most relatable model of reflective practise is that of Kolb (1975 and 1984) who, in his Learning Cycle (fig. 1) cites the process as a ‘cycle’ – to experience; to think about the experience; to learn from it; then put it into practise. This neatly establishes reflective time as an important aspect of teaching and learning, suggesting that without reflection, one would simply go from experience to experience, never having learned anything from them. This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-ND


Fig. 1 Kolb’s Learning Cycle (1984)
Gibbs breaks this down further, in his Reflective Cycle (Gibbs, 1988) as shown in fig. 2, which looks specifically at the reflective process as a six-step process. 
This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-NC






Fig. 2 Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle (1988)
Whilst Gibbs’ model could be perceived as an extensive checklist, rather than a cycle of reflection, Schön’s 1978 model (fig. 3) takes into consideration “reflection in action” and “reflection on action”, opening up the reflective process to be both a proactive and reactive procedure. 
Fig. 3 Schön’s Reflection (1978)This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA

This provides a more extensive reflective model, as it addresses both the initial and subsequent thought processes behind reflection and highlights the fact that it can come in two parts. Although all three of these reflective models have differing views of how reflection takes place, the overarching idea is that reflection time itself is vitally important to growth and improvement, and as practitioners, it can be an empowering tool to identify what can be done ‘better’ or what could be done ‘more effectively’, or ‘better suited’ to certain pupils’ way of learning. Taking Gibbs’ model as an example, his more in-depth approach encourages reflection of feelings and emotions, as well as the practicalities of what happened and how it could have been done more effectively. This holistic approach ties in appropriately with the new Curriculum for Wales and the inclusive values at its heart.

Observation
As per BERA (2018) guidelines, all information pertaining to the school, its pupils and its staff, will remain anonymous throughout this assignment. Without being specific, the secondary school at which the bridging exercise took place is centred within a large city and has a very ethnically and culturally diverse body of students. Many of the students are multi-lingual although there are also some refugees who do not speak English at all or are in the process of accustoming themselves to the language and culture here. It is accurate to say that there is a wealth of varied backgrounds, and the school prides itself on its ability to cater to individual needs as well as the needs of the majority. The school has a relatively high uptake of free school meals, which indicates the mix of deprived areas and affluent areas that surround and feed into the school, which consists of approximately 1700 students. Over the previous two academic years, the school has chosen not to group students based on academic ability, for non-core subjects across year eight and year nine. This was initially in order to avoid class mixing as much as possible, but with uncertainty still surrounding schoolchildren, this has continued into this academic year. This has meant that history classes (like the one observed, which was a year nine class) have been conducted with very mixed ability students within the class. This has had a clear and obvious effect on both teaching style and class dynamics which is a major factor in the critical incident observed. It is worth noting that this is not the only class that appears to have been affected by this issue, with behavioural issues seemingly becoming more and more prevalent in more classrooms. After several conversations with various members of staff, it becomes clear that the benefits of ability grouping were being lost here, not just in history, but across the board in most subjects.

Critical Incident linked to Donaldson’s Four Purposes
The incident observed (appendix 1) relates to one pupil in particular but is by no means an isolated incident. After a rowdy start to the lesson, the class had already been difficult to settle and the combination of last lesson with the school’s frequent implementation of seating plans within classrooms had not helped diffuse the situation. Behaviour management is a massive area of focus within the school, with a specific behavioural unit in place to target misbehaviours and assist with specialised and specific learning needs. Whilst it is always preferrable for students to complete their studies in their mainstream classes, there is a focus on wellbeing and inclusivity and students are encouraged to take part in classes within this unit if they feel they need it. It is not only aimed at dealing with behavioural issues, but also makes allowances for students with possible issues at home, creating a safe space that addresses the pupils’ needs, rather than a harsh punishment with no further consequence. Within the focus of behaviour management, the school employs a strict five step approach to tackling poor behaviour in the classroom. This involves firstly, a warning and final warning; onto being moved within the class; then the pupil may be asked to leave the classroom then, finally; the whole class would receive a yellow card and would be unable to take part in activities the school regularly arranges for the pupils (presumably pre-COVID). In conversation with teachers, it appears that it is rare for a class to be given a yellow card, which indicates that the five-point system does work to some extent, however it quickly becomes apparent that the first four steps are used regularly as a management tool within classrooms. In the critical incident observation, the pupil is asked to sit in his specified seat, which he initially does not, prompting the teacher to ask again and the pupil to respond in an agitated manner. Whilst reluctantly moving to his seat, the teacher writes his name on the board with a number one next to it, which he reacts to with distress, promising the teacher he will behave and that she need not write his name on the board. Given his obvious desire to circumvent the situation, it was understood that this was not the first occurrence of poor behaviour on his part, and he did seem genuinely apologetic. As the lesson goes on, his disruptive behaviour ebbs and flows, with the teacher marking a number two and subsequently a number three against his name. The pupils are given a task to watch a video and make observations and notes on what they notice – throughout the video, the pupil pays attention and studiously takes notes, even offering good quality answers to the teacher afterwards. However, shortly after the teacher asks them to use the information to answer some questions, he becomes disruptive again. Upon questioning from the teacher, it is evident that he has completed his work and is now disrupting the pupils next to him by way of entertaining himself. His enthusiasm, engagement with the content and his offering of knowledge, both written and verbal, were superb but it became clear that the student was not being challenged effectively and had grown bored with waiting for his classmates to finish the task. As a result of his disruptive behaviour, the pupil is then moved within the classroom to allow the other students to complete their work. Whilst the behaviour aspect of this observed incident is fascinating, it is interesting to note the pupil’s higher academic ability and the effect this had on his behaviour. When observing the incident, it was easy to see links to the Four Purposes, in particular the aim to produce “ambitious, capable learners” (Donaldson, 2015, p29) and how this current class set-up was, although out of necessity, prevented the teacher from challenging this pupil much more than others within the group. There was certainly an element of differentiation in her approach, as she frequently returned to his desk and provided him with further lines of questioning to assist him in ‘seeking and enjoying the challenge’. It is also noted that the teacher was successful in this, as his disruptive behaviour ceased when he was engaged in the topic and being pushed to delve deeper than his classmates. He was the first to volunteer his findings at the end of the lesson and had clearly developed skills and knowledge beyond others within the class. Whilst it was noted that this could have a detrimental effect on others within the class, who may lose confidence at this pupils’ high ability, the others seemed encouraged by his interest and enthusiasm and followed suit. It is interesting how the Four Purposes could easily be side-lined as a result of the lack of ability grouping within the class, but it is equally fascinating that (as none of this was the fault of the teacher) she effectively enforced relevant behaviour management tools to curtail the issue quickly – even turning the situation on its head to incorporate more of Donaldson’s Four Purposes. For instance, in his ability to lead by example, this pupil set a higher standard for others within the class who may have ordinarily been left behind, helping to create even more “ambitious, capable learners”, who were challenging themselves in order to communicate and collaborate with him. This, in turn, incorporates the “enterprising, creative contributors” aspect of the Four Purposes, where more of the students were connecting and applying knowledge to answer questions and come up with ideas that may have been more difficult for them before. Again, this can then be linked to the “healthy, confident individuals” purpose, whereby pupils are facing and overcoming challenges and are boosting their confidence in their ability to grasp concepts that otherwise would not have been broached with them.

Literature Review
When observing the class, it quickly became apparent that it would be necessary to research behaviour models and possible alternatives to those utilised by the teacher. Naturally, this led straight to Lee Canter’s model of Assertive Discipline. A titan in the field of behaviour management, Canter argues that if the teacher can give clear instructions, students are less likely to disengage and become problematic in class (Canter, 2010, p8). This is certainly true of the observed incident above as the pupil was infinitely less disruptive while following the teacher’s clear and concise instructions and engaging in the extra enquiry that she had asked him to do. Canter places emphasis on “catching students being good – and letting them know that you like it, day in and day out” (Canter, 1989, p58) but he notes in the title of an article (years after his original publication of Assertive Discipline in 1976), that it is about “more than names on the board and marbles in a jar” (Canter, 1989). He highlights the need for a discipline plan, which he believes needs to set out what will happen if a student chooses to behave, and this needs to be laid out at the start of the year, with clear expectations. The school observed appear to have done this and have implemented Canter’s philosophy on this very well: their adopted five-point behaviour plan is readily available on the students’ homepage and there are posters around the school to emphasise it further. As Canter points out, this also ensures consistency across the board with all students, and the fact that all students and parents are aware of it means there should be no surprises if a pupil does proceed to misbehave, as the consequences are set out clearly. It is also clear that there is a degree of ‘positive discipline’ instilled by teachers so that the students are taught to behave appropriately through positive repetition and given the opportunity to make the right choice (Canter, 1989, pp57-59) and the five-point behaviour system is used as a way to reinforce that. Although the school appear to have embraced Canter’s ideas, it is interesting to note conflicting theories concerning behaviour management within the classroom. In stark contrast to the ideas put forward by Canter, William Glasser suggests that it is actually the student, not the teacher, who is responsible for the choices concerning behaviour. In his book entitled Choice Theory in the Classroom, Glasser places the emphasis on the constant need to “satisfy our needs” (2010, p27) arguing that if what the teacher is teaching does not satisfy the imminent needs of a pupil, the pupil will make no effort to learn, no matter how wonderful the teacher (2010, p31). Put simply, students need to know they are getting something out of it before they can really engage in learning. This simplistic approach seems fairly logical and does marry up with the incident observed to a certain extent – the pupil’s need for stimulus is directly related to his misbehaviour, and when this need is addressed by the teacher’s questioning, the misbehaviour ceases.
Another aspect earmarked for further investigation was ability grouping within the classroom. Although this was not the primary focus for my critical incident, it undoubtedly had a bearing on it – the pupil in question was clearly of a higher ability than the rest of his class, and his disruptive behaviour was borne of this fact – but the question of whether ability grouping is necessary and helpful presented itself. Given the teacher’s successful navigation of the poor behaviour and her triumph at turning the pupil’s higher ability into a positive for the whole class, is it really necessary to group by ability? Or was this a fluke and ability grouping actually offers a safety net that mixed ability teaching does not? A study conducted by Alan Kerckhoff in 1986 suggests that ability grouping in British Secondary schools presents better results for higher ability students but less so for lower ability and remedial classes (1986, p856). Whilst this study is almost thirty-five years old, it does make the point that this effect is more noticeable for certain subjects (he specifies mathematics) and this would explain perhaps why, in the observed incident, the pupil’s higher ability did not have a detrimental effect on the others in the class and why the teacher was able to control the situation by other means. Kerckhoff’s study also fails to explain why this is the case, giving only conclusions he has drawn as to what the reasons could be. It seems prudent to treat Kerkhoff’s study with some trepidation, given other more recent studies. For example, Judith Ireson and Susan Hallam carried out a study on ability grouping in 1999 – further to the renewed interest in academic ability grouping that arose in the 1990s. Although concluding that the area needs further research, they argue that a “national system of selection and structured grouping is, in the long term, no more likely to succeed in the UK now than it did earlier this century” (Ireson & Hallam, 1999, p354). This suggests that in fact, the school may be unwittingly (or otherwise) trialling the absence of ability grouping and proving that in fact, there may not be a need for it in our schools in the twenty-first century.

Reflection / evaluation and Next Steps
When reflecting on the critical incident and the reading and research I carried out around that, it is evident that behaviour management is a massive area of focus within schools and across the teaching profession. That said, there are many conflicting views of what behaviour management theory is most effective and with this in mind, what needs to be done to enable teachers to teach in the most efficient way for their students. Given the minimal amount of time I spent in the classroom with this groups of students, it would be remiss of me not to commend the teacher on the admirable way she dealt with the misbehaviour and handled the differentiation to his needs impeccably. In conversation with the teacher afterward, it was clear that it was not the first time this had been an issue in class, and she had used reflective thinking in the past as a means of working out what was the best course of action for this pupil, and what she could do to make sure his needs were being met and that he was being challenged and encouraged just as much as the other students, in line with the Four Purposes. She had clearly been through the reflective process and decided that the next teaching and learning step in this situation, was to deepen this pupils’ understanding of a subject so as to keep him engaged and prevent him from slipping into his pattern of disruptive behaviour. In truth, it would be difficult to argue that this was not the correct course of action given the great result, and the teacher’s use of critical reflection on past occasions clearly helped shape her vision of what she needed to do to be better. I took a lot away from this situation – firstly, the fact that the disparity between pupils’ abilities was a challenge that needed to be overcome within the classroom, as ability grouping was not a feasible option. Secondly, further research on ability grouping informed me that it is not as effective as I had first thought, which led me to explore other means of engaging pupils of differing abilities in any given group. Thirdly, upon my research of behavioural theory, it was clear that there are varying schools of thought concerning what pupils need in order to reduce disruptive behaviour. In this instance, it seems the teacher could have been employing a mixture of ideas – namely Canter and Glasser – and it certainly was effective. The natural next steps would be to further research other, more varied, behavioural theories. John Watson’s Behaviourism theory from 1913 centres around stimuli and response, similar to Edward Thorndike’s Connectionism theory, which further claims that if the response is followed by something positive, that response becomes habit. Skinner believed that the environment was a deciding factor in behavioural responses, and that positive reinforcement was key to encouraging further good behaviour. There is a vast array of theories around behaviour, and it is unknown how many the teacher may have tried in class with this particular pupil, but for my own personal development, it has been fascinating to spend time researching and furthering my understanding of the teacher’s actions and the reasoning behind those actions. It is clear from this instance, and others I observed like it, that behaviour management is likely to be a big (if not the biggest) part of the role as a practitioner and so this critical incident and the evaluation and research carried out has been invaluable in providing a good basis for forming my teaching and pedagogical theory and style. It is also clear how important critical reflection is and how valuable it can be to both teachers and learners when done correctly: reflective models like that of Gibbs, Schön and Kolb are included here because I found them useful in providing the specifics of what to reflect on and the most effective way to go about it.

Conclusion

As it has already been established, critical reflection is of paramount importance in order to grow and develop as a teacher – this is especially true of the role of the practitioner in Wales. With the incorporation of the new curriculum and the more holistic approach to teaching that comes with it, there are multiple aspects of the observed situation that are reflective of the professional standards. It is clear that the teacher observed has spent time familiarising herself with the principles of the new professional standards and she has already begun to incorporate these into her pedagogical approach, which is integral in embracing the philosophy of the new curriculum – and key to the approach I have taken. Arguably the most influential part of the teaching standards in this incident is the pedagogy that was applied under “refining teaching”. Within this, the effort to ‘manage the learning environment’ with the seating plan; the ‘differentiation’ between the activities for the more and less able students (extra questioning and further enquiry for the more able); and the ‘assessment’ of pupils through questioning, would work together to allow the teacher to be able to gauge pupils’ understanding of the lesson throughout, and where one might need to provide scaffolding for some students and provide extra activities for others. Under “advancing learning”, in encouraging all students in a mixed ability class to engage in the content and challenge themselves, one is promoting the ‘Four Purposes’. The ‘progression in learning’ was ongoing in the topic studied, with the pupils building on already established knowledge, and those of higher capability being pushed to remember and understand the finer details of the topic. “Influencing learners” is perhaps most relevant to this situation, with clear differences between the ‘challenges and expectations’ placed upon different students and the incorporation of learners’ views and ideas. Reflection and learning outcomes were also visited at the end of the lesson, to ensure aims had been met and each student had the expected understanding of the class. 
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Appendix 1

Record 1
	Date and time, year group:

24th September 2021, 2nd Lesson, Year 7 (mixed ability but mostly middle ability)


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

History lesson, just before break, a seating plan is in place within the class, which the teacher explains is not necessarily for behavioural reasons but rather to allow her to learn their names. The teacher does explain that she often does use seating plans in order to manage behaviour, with moving a disruptive student being the fourth point on the schools’ five-point behaviour management plan.


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

One boy is very loud and disruptive coming into the class, he squeals and shouts loudly about not being the first student to class, which although demonstrates a nice enthusiasm for the subject, is very loud and unsettling for some of the other students who have already arrived. He tries to sit in another seat next to his friend, which the teacher notices and questions with him why he is not sitting in his allocated seat. He responds that he does not want to sit next to a girl and refuses to move. The teacher clearly wants to begin the class as, by this point, the whole class had arrived and so she tells him he can stay there but they will have a talk together at the end of the lesson, to decide what they can do, and he agrees happily. 

The pupil has difficulty staying still and continues to be loud and disruptive throughout the lesson, which the teacher adapts to with ease – she frequently uses his name as a prompt to regain his attention and retains it by mentioning things he finds interesting.


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

The most immediate thing for me was the possibility of this pupil having ALN, possibly autism? The fact that the key stage transition manager had joined the lesson fairly early on gave me a feeling that he could have been going through the assessment process, although this is confidential, and the teacher said she could not be certain it was the case. This led me to think about areas to explore in my research: ALN being the primary area for focus. It could be interesting to look at the process of assessment for learning difficulties and additional learning needs and to find out what that entails and how the teacher can assist.


	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)

The teacher is very clear in her instructions and very attentive to this year 7 class. They require a lot of guidance, and she is very patient and engaging with the whole class.




Appendix 2

Record 2
	Date and time, year group:

24th September 2021, Lesson 5 of 6, Year 9 mixed ability class


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

History - the lesson took place right after lunch and the class were very loud and boisterous coming into the classroom. They took a long time to settle down and some of the boys are still throwing a basketball around.


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

The teacher has set a video task, which the class seem to enjoy, however a lot of them (particularly those at the back) are becoming very chatty and the teacher has to remind them many times to pay attention and stop talking.

Interestingly, as soon as the video finishes, it is the one of the more disruptive pupils at the back, who offers the first answers to the teacher. The teacher then works his way through the more disruptive students, asking questions and checking comprehension, which most are unable to display as they were clearly not paying attention. Even though these students are either vague with their answers or cannot provide one, instead of saying “wrong!”, the teacher encourages them with guiding information in order to wheedle the answer out of their mouth, rather than simply telling them. The class are then given a folder for each pair – they need to take out cards with details about certain historical events and pick their favourite one, or the one they find most interesting. It was interesting to see each student speaking about each event and giving the reasons why they were drawn to that effect – it seemed to highlight to the students the context of history in our modern lives, why things happened and what led us to where we are today. The students seemed to enjoy choosing specific aspects of history they found interesting too.


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

It was interesting to see how engaged the students were when they were leading the learning – it could be beneficial to research more about this technique and if it could be an effective form of pedagogy. It was also noted that the teacher did not utilise the school’s five-point behaviour strategy, rather opting for his own technique of pulling them back in with discussions and points of interest that were more personal to them.


	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)

As the lesson was just after lunch, it was clear that the students were going to need calming down before they could begin learning, and the video at the beginning was a great way to do that. 



Appendix 3

Record 3
	Date and time, year group:

24th September 2021, Lesson 1, Year 11 GCSE group


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

History class, GCSE students, so pupils who have elected to study this subject at GCSE level. First lesson of the day, so the pupils were fresh and ready to learn!


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

The teacher walks around the room a lot, interacting with all the students, as they refresh on work they had been doing in their last lesson. She frequently extends lots of questions, electing a student to answer them before she asks. Most of the questions are answered correctly but she is so encouraging of the students who fail to get the exact right answer by hinting that there could be a better answer. They are given a task to complete in pairs, which involves a discussion about Clement Atlee. The teacher continues to circulate around the classroom and listens to snippets of discussion and gives praise and encouragement frequently. She is also very thorough with her instructions and spends time with each pair, making sure they all understand what it is they need to do. While they discuss their answers, she links the focus to upcoming coursework and encourages the students to extend on their answers, making it clear that by doing this, they are edging into A* territory. There is one student within the class who is very engaged with the subject and very knowledgeable about it. Throughout the lesson, he offers answers if the teacher fails to elect someone and is able to build on other students’ answers too. The effect surprises me, as rather than the rest of the class being resentful to him for being knowledgeable, it appears to encourage them to speak up and engage more with the lesson. He is not arrogant in the way he interacts with his classmates and with the teachers’ encouragement, both he and the rest of the class seem to enjoy the discussions that go on.


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

There could be a possible research area around the effects of gifted pupils on the rest of their class. There are also several areas to explore within the teacher’s pedagogy and the techniques and tools she used to get the best out of her students in this instance. The way she encouraged and interacted with her class was wonderful and they clearly enjoyed her lessons and her teaching style, so pedagogical styles could be a good area to explore.


	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)

It is first lesson and the class are very focussed, but also as a GCSE class, they chose this topic because they (presumably) enjoyed the subject. 
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