A critical evaluation and the identification of next teaching and learning steps focusing on a case study of an individual learner or a group of learners, based on an observed critical incident.

‘The teacher’s role in a child’s inclusion in school life is not to be underestimated’, (Owen and Burnett, 2014). 
Arguably, the role of any teaching professional is not without its limits, however, there seems to be a spectrum of responsibilities attached to the associated role. Some of which may be expected whilst others may come naturally, many of which will be discussed. Expected content will include a reflection on the evaluation of a classroom activity, together with the demonstrated awareness of the developing curriculum in Wales and considering the implications of this on the critical incident observed. Evidenced, will be a critical evaluation of research and theories and how they can impact on children’s development and mental health. Following this, will be a critical perspective on the role of the professional teacher focusing on ways in which needs are met of children with a diverse range, highlighting some challenging situations. Together with key theories and evaluative research that underpin the holistic development of children and young people, specifically focusing on the child’s educational progression, will also be discussed. Considering the role of critical reflection, together with an observation in a school and class context, it is to be assessed how this links to educational reviews together with reflection and evaluation. To conclude with an assessment and summary of the approach taken, linking that to the role of the reflective practitioner in Wales and the new Professional Standards for Teaching and Leadership. 
‘A critical incident is an interpretation of the significance of an event. To take something as a critical incident is a value judgment we make, and the basis of that judgment is a significance we attach to the meaning of the incident’, (Tripp, 1993, p.8). 
It is argued that education is an ever-evolving experience in which, throughout the ages of reform acts and advances in curriculum, is forever adapting and changing. To meet the needs of change within education, those in teaching professions are expected, within their role, to critically reflect within their teaching practice. By critically evaluating instances in which teachers can document, assess, and evaluate can potentially improve the education system. This is evident in the Curriculum for Wales, as the new Framework gives opportunity to design, within a consistent approach nationwide, Schools’ own vision of what they want for their learners, within the context of the four purposes and learning defined at a national level, (Welsh Government, 2020). 
However, there has long been concern over teachers taking responsibility for their own professional learning and development, (Zwozdiak-Myers, 2012, p. 8). Teaching professionals, who are left to design their own teaching curriculum, can cause some debate as everyone is different. Nevertheless, the Curriculum for Wales clearly sets out a guidance for all schools to adhere to, ensuring the continuity across the nation so that teaching practices remain fair and unbiased. ‘Teachers who ask searching questions about educational practice that arise from their own contexts and professional concerns demonstrate a commitment to continuous learning by seeking new ideas, evaluating, and reflecting on their impact, and trying out new ways of working to improve their effectiveness’, (Zwozdiak-Myers, 2012, P.3). As Tripp (2012) also indicates, critical incident research files are a good way of enabling the practitioners to set the collaborative research agenda. Although this is not without its concerns, as it is recorded that there are many occasions where teachers first start their journey of ‘understanding their teaching’, come across problems in deciding which incidents and occasions to record for further inspection or evaluation. 
According to Schön (1983), reflective practice is the process of thoroughly considering one’s own experiences in applying knowledge to practice while being coached by professionals in the discipline. It refers to the ‘process of the teacher studying his or her own teaching methods and determining what works best for the children’, (Dixie and Bell, 2009, p. 119). Therefore, one could argue that with the correct amount of support and guidance, any teaching professional is able to determine which incidents to reflect upon critically, with the added support of an already established practitioner. Together with the new Curriculum, both can initiate a reflective response regarding education which is viewed holistically as it is based around nationwide principles. For example, Zwozdiak-Myers (2012) poses a debriefing session with a mentor or professional tutor following an observation of your lesson might provide alternative perspectives and possibilities for future lessons. ‘You might decide to attend a specific training session offered by your local authority or subject association to continue to improve your own teaching’, (Zwozdiak-Myers, 2012, p. 4). On the contrary, by having a mentor or ‘an already established teaching professional’ begs the question of whether the learning teacher is leaning on past behaviours and educational principles, which may not be current or in keeping with the ever changing and evolving educational system. However, by reflecting on practice it may enable the teaching professional to see this by observing outcomes and adjusting the teaching technique.
Observation was carried out on 23/09/2021 in a Reception Class mid-morning. It was just after break time, whereby the children had eaten their snacks and drank their milk. The pupils were split into pre-categorised groups by skill level, ‘The Apples’, ‘The Strawberries’, ‘The Bananas’, The Oranges’, and ‘The Grapes’. The lowest ability group, ‘The Grapes’ were standing in a line on the carpet, taking it in turns to use the interactive board. They had one turn each then would go to the back of the line. Their task was to put the word on the screen (which was either a made up or real word) into the Green Dragon’s mouth to be ‘eaten’ if it was a real word or the Red Dragon’s mouth if the word didn’t make any sense. Child A and B were both in ‘The Grapes’ group and Child A proceeded to push Child B who was taking a little longer to figure out if the word on the screen was correct. When Child A was spotted pushing over Child B, Teacher X raised their voice and explained that Child A would now go on the ‘Rainbow’ on the mood board by moving down from the ‘Sunshine’. If they remain on the ‘Rainbow’ by Friday, they lose 5 minutes of free play. If further unacceptable behaviour is noted, they move down further to the ‘Muddy Puddle’. If they are still on this board by the end of the week, they lose out on free play entirely. This is a clear way to chart good and bad behaviour. This is incentivised, so if you stay in the ‘Sunshine’ you get to keep your free play. 
Further exploration into this incident revealed that the children had completed a test at the beginning of the year which consisted of 23 letter sounds, 11 colour names, counting to 20, and if they could write their own name. Based on the responses of this one test the children were all grouped into fruit categories of level. Throughout the day, they would stay in these groups acting as ‘bubbles,’ and the children would rotate round the classroom from different tasks on different tables, whilst remaining in their fruit groups. Those who scored the lowest were in ‘The Grapes,’ and those who scored the highest were in ‘The Apples.’ 
‘The move towards inclusive education has led to a greater need for additional support in the classroom, resulting in a significant rise in the number of Teaching Assistants (TA’s) in schools’, (Richards and Armstrong, 2016).‘The Grapes’ always had a Teaching Assistant (TA) on the table supporting them, whereby ‘The Apples,’ were left to choose what task they would want to complete as their learning level was classed as sufficient to be left unaided, based on their score. The principal idea of grouping the children into classes of ability supports at least one of the 4 purposes in Donaldson’s Review. Dauncey (2015) describes these as supporting children to be ambitious, capable learners; enterprising, creative contributors; ethical, informed citizens; and healthy, confident individuals. Grouping the children allows all tasks to be ‘level appropriate’, so much so, that the group’s task difficulty is matched with the children’s group ability, meaning that they will gain the best outcome. This results in children being ambitious capable learners. Not all children’s ability levels are the same within one class and having a task which is too difficult for some and not challenging for others, can only hinder their development. Faced with such diversity in the ability of a whole class of pupils, it can easily make the children feel overwhelmed, as well as the teacher. This is where learning style models, such as group categorisation, comes into effect. It allows the teaching professionals to simplify the complexity and enables easier management of the territory, as suggested by Ginnis, P. (2002). If you have a group of certain ability that is successful in their matched ability task, this can only promote healthy and confident individuals, which again adheres to another of the 4 purposes. 
The incentivised board which charts the behaviour of the children also supports the link to enterprising, creative contributors. This type of reward system promotes children’s ability to work together and contribute to achieve the same goal. This critical incident therefore shows that this school is already adhering to the Donaldson Review and working towards the outcomes of the Curriculum for Wales.
With this particular ‘critical incident’, there are several areas which have been identified for further research. When looking at the learning groups of ability, Overall (2007) suggests the learner’s interests in acquiring the learning is irrelevant in behaviourism as the children in that group are receiving the appropriate level of training. Constructivism on the other hand, places the learner and his or her needs centrally. Overall (2007) goes onto suggest that in constructivism, it is the learner whose curiosity leads to exploration of problems, leading to discovery of solutions. Overall (2007) notes the important idea is that the learner is active in constructing knowledge. It is arguable then, that the groups that were placed could be part of a behaviourist model as the child had no control over where they would be placed, as it was purely gauged on level of ability. Ability-grouping could be seen as a constructivist view, as the ability is matched with the task, allowing that child to explore and uncover solutions based on their appropriate level. This raises the debate of how children’s development is moulded to support the natural growth through exploration.  
Jean Piaget (1896-1980) developed an influential theory about children’s development, of which he based around the critical instances of his children. Overall (2007) suggests he was systematic in his approach and was soon convinced that the errors that children made can be grouped. Piaget worked with his own children and evaluated them in the same way. Theorists such a Lev Vygotsky (1896-1934) would argue that it is not a true reflection of that child, nor as education in its entirety, as there was only one test performed. By placing children with the same ability in groups allows them to work at the same level and grow together with material that everyone in that group can understand. If they were in mixed ability groups, such as children who wanted to learn and others who were disruptive, could promote better behaviour from those who are underachieving. On the other hand, it may hinder those who are meeting their current milestones. Rather than the construction of knowledge being a solitary activity, Vygotsky argues strongly that individuals learn most effectively in groups. Overall (2007) states that learning is a social activity, hence the term social constructivism. However, Piaget’s idea that the child learns and develops with little, or no supervision is a theory that is totally rejected by Vygotsky. Harré, R. (2006) discusses Vygotsky and the way in which teaching was changed for professionals to think about learning and child’s development. Vygotsky questions the role of the teacher as he believed that the way in which adults deal with young people and children can make an impactful difference to their learning and in later life. ‘Inclusion as an unending process of increasing learning and participation for all students’, (Booth and Ainscow, 2002, p. 3). By placing children in groups, are we making sure, as teaching professionals, that everyone is included fairly. Whether they are progressing in house by small steps of achievement as Piaget suggests, or with the lower ability groups having that aid of a Teaching Assistant, is that helping to support those who need the additional provision.
‘When people are acknowledged and respected, this contributes to their self-regard’, (Dowling, 2000, p. 24). Dowling also suggests that as young children develop, they start to learn about themselves and what they can do. They begin to recognise those things that they find easy and where they need help and support. This brings upon the idea of the Sunshine/Rainbow/Muddy puddle chart board. It is clear that as children grow and develop at different rates, they will also adopt different ways of behaving. ‘Discipline is primarily concerned with enabling children to be aware of and learning to own their behaviour,’ (Rogers and McPherson, 2014, p. 4). During the critical incident, it was clear that the children had received communication prior to the bridging day, that there were behaviour consequences set out, which gave the children a sense of association. This is an associative form of learning and although it is not a long-term resolution of expected behaviour, it enables a clear necessary consequential link in the behavioural learning process. There is a sense that the children can control the outcome of free play at the end of the week by showing good behaviour. This is also known as operant conditioning whereby the child is rewarded or punished for certain behaviour. 
Burrhus F. Skinner (1904-1990) extended the work of the classic behaviourists (such as Pavlov, Watson and Thorndike) and offered explanations about learning and development regarding operant conditioning. Skinner offered reinforcement responses, similarly to that of the critical incident, that increase a certain behaviour being repeated based on the environment. Mcleod (2018) suggests there is positive and negative reinforcement and punishment which is meant to weaken a particular behaviour. 
Contrastingly, it was noted that the child who was on the muddy puddle seemed to be targeted by other children in the class. If there was an incident, the children would automatically point to that child to negate responsibility. This clearly had an impact on the child’s self esteem and wellbeing. ‘Vygotsky believed that social contacts lead young children to adopt the values and behaviour that they have observed in daily life’, (Dowling, 2000, p. 149). However, with behavioural models such as the mood board, one would argue that it is the teaching professional’s duty to ensure that the values and principles the children are adopting are correct. These are principles which reflect Donaldson’s 4 purposes, which has been approved nationwide
It could be argued that ‘the one test’ the children completed, which decided their grouping, was also a controversial system and an unfair way to class the children based on that one analysis. It could be argued that there could have been many factors that influenced the score of that child on that specific day, so this does not account for the emotional well-being of that child. Ann and Don Locke discuss ways in which different skills or behaviours between children can be monitored and assessed in an appropriate and fair way. It is considered that observing a child over ‘a period of time’ gives a more accurate reading by noting any particular behaviours that are firmly established and any that seem to be emerging or inconsistent. ‘This way the staff can identify an appropriate point of intervention which is always going to be differentiated to some degree to meet the different needs of different children’, (Locke and Locke, 2006, p. 53). This can arguably be a more accurate recording in a way to monitor skills, behaviour and developmental delays or early signs of disabilities. 
Most children, at one time or another, have difficulty with concentration, focus and behaving in the right way for the situation they are in. Mountstephen (2011) suggests that children who have learning disabilities, these symptoms persist, and learning becomes very difficult. Therefore, having the right strategies in class could be imperative to, not only the learning of that child, but their mental state and well-being. It is argued then, that there is a lot more pressure in the way of responsibilities for just one teaching professional to handle, for a whole diverse range of children with differentiating needs. However, as Hammersley-Fletcher, Lowe and Pugh (2006) suggest, at the most times there are support staff available, this includes and is not limited to; Learning Support Assistants, Teaching Assistants, Special Educational Needs Coordinator (SENCO), Display Assistants, Assistant SENCO, School Link Mentors, Learning Mentors, etc. 
As recorded in the critical incident, the lower tier of the class, ‘The Grapes’ always had a TA with them. Then again, it is only the lower tier who have the additional support initiated, so that the skills of that group can be increased to match that of the higher tier groups. It brings upon the question, are the higher tier groups therefore hindered as their teaching level is labelled as adequate until the lower groups ‘catch up’ to their skill level. Should the tasks therefore be more challenging in groups such as ‘The Apples’ to further develop the already academically achieved pupils, and the focus be not only on the lower achieving pupils in regard to the TA. ‘Teaching Assistants are often viewed as the solution to difficulties encountered with pupils identifying as needing extra or special attention in different environments’, (Richards and Armstrong, 2016, p. 87). 
However, comparing that to Piaget’s theory, the child shouldn’t need extra support as the development would happen naturally over time. One would argue how questionable this theory would be for a child with a disability such as Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD), on the Autistic Spectrum (ASD), or children who have English as an Additional Language (EAL). Behavioural disorders range across a spectrum within which the features of such disorders are displayed. There is a differentiation between the frequency, durability, and intensity of such disorders amongst children, as stated by Rogers and McPherson (2014). Therefore, it is fair to say that with regards to children learning, there are barriers which can be present. Arguably then, it is the school who are expected to create their own version of the Curriculum for Wales to become more coherent in identifying those who need the additional support, whilst remaining ethically fair and inclusive, which will meet the diverse needs of their children and context. It is the understanding of these theories and research that could be implemented to support Donaldson’s 4 purposes to have a positive impact on children’s development and wellbeing, wholeheartedly. By applying a broad repertoire of teaching approaches can only enhance the children’s learning experience as it is supported in the 12 pedagogical principles, (Welsh Government, 2020).
Reflecting on the critical instance, one would argue the ethical authenticity of branding the children based on the testing method used. Regarding grouping the children based on ability, it could be questioned if the children were aware of their categorisation and the effect this may have on their learning, as well as their emotional well-being. If a child is put in the lower set and is aware that they are constantly in a lesser ability group, they may carry that weight throughout their educational journey, and it could potentially dampen their aspirational academic goals. Additionally, there is more pressure in the teaching professional’s responsibility to correctly identify children’s learning ability, ensuring that they are not hindering the capabilities by effecting their will to participate in tasks, for example. All schools have a duty of care under the Education Act (2002) to ‘safeguard and promote the welfare of children’. Therefore, if the children become self-aware and find the meaning behind the fruit groups classification, this could potentially open the possibility of bullying, whether overt or covertly. This links into the well-being of the children and meeting the 4 purposes in the Curriculum for Wales. 
On the other hand, when looking at the elements in the ‘Assessment for Learning’, sharing criteria with the learners is prevalent, expecting learners to know where they are and the next step, according to the principles. Black and Wiliam (1998) encouraged the use of formative assessment for learning strategies, and suggested that there were four elements of assessment for learning: Questioning, Feedback, Sharing criteria/ learning goals, and Self-assessment. This also links to one of the pedagogical principles by using assessment for learning to accelerate progress. It begs the question that if the children were aware of where they stand on the academic spectrum, they can clearly see what direction to take their learning in to improve their own education. Arguably then, it is the teachers in Reception who are taking on this task without the children’s awareness. With regards to the critical instance, it is the school which has decided this would be best practice as the children are too young to be in control of their own educational milestones at this age. This remains in line with the foundations of the Curriculum for Wales as it is adhering still to the fundamentals whilst giving the school the ability to tailor the children’s specific learning. It is not the curriculum stating that the children should be grouped, it is the school’s ethos as a controlled way to manage children’s ability and progress. 
Focusing on the critical instance itself, when Child A pushed Child B because Child B was taking too long, there are many things to reflect upon in this example. For instance, were they in the correct ability groups, as Child A could have been under stimulated and their impatience could have derived from the task not being challenging enough for that specific child and therefore acted out by pushing Child B. It is also debatable with regards to the groups, if children change fruit groups as the year progresses. It could be argued that as the child develops, so does their mental and physical capacity to learn, so it begs the question as to if the children get re-tested progressively over time to reshuffle the groups to further meet the needs of the children’s developed abilities. Contrastingly, it is worth evaluating critical instances as there are many other techniques available at teaching professional’s disposal when it comes to classroom structure. 
As an alternative view, the school ethos could include mixed ability classes for example, instead of having separate groups with a potentially inaccurate method of grouping. This raises the discussion on whether mixed ability classes promote positive behaviours or hinder those who want to learn as they may be held by back the lower achievers. On the other hand, being a lower skilled levelled child next to a child who is achieving, may promote positive learning behaviours and using that child as a role model could help influence the child who is struggling to achieve.  Reflecting on this, raises the debate on whether it is more inclusively fair for the children. Expanding on this example, if there were a TA assigned to the whole class rather than just ‘those who are classed as academically challenged’, it arguably poses a broader fair advantage for all children to receive additional support. Reflecting on the critical instance, as it was only one group who had the support of the TA and the group that were ‘achieving a set level of academic skill’ were given free rein to chose what ever task unaided, just imagine the progression of those children to further develop their skills and not be hindered by waiting for others to ‘catch up’. 
The negative side to this argument, would be different challenges would arise, such as time management and structure of the classroom. With only one TA in the class, would they have time to personally see to every child with a range of abilities and skill level. Even though there is a class teacher leading the class, would they know where on the educational ladder every individual child is to make the relevant tasks meet that child’s needs promptly in order to support them to excel in their development. 
Another factor would be whether or not the task for the entire class would be appropriate for every individual child’s learning style and ability. Similarly, if you have children who do not understand the work, as the generic task ability which has been delivered is set too high, this opens up the possibility for class disruption, or negative behaviour. Similarly, if the child is not stimulated enough because the task is too simple for them. Reflecting on this, would suggest a balance of the overall classroom structure. Making use of the available resources given to teaching professionals, such as TA’s, and organising the way in which the classroom is structured for every child’s learning. There may be a need to ensure that the children do not lose faith in the operant conditioning if this is the class structure the teaching professional has chosen, such as in the critical instance. For example, if Child A is consistently on the ‘Muddy Puddle’ mood board, he may disregard the punishment feature and continue to disrupt the class. There may be further underlying issues or reasons behind why that child acts the way they do. It could possibly be that the child gets more attention from being on the Muddy Puddle, albeit negative or positive, which is more than the child receives at home, for example. Again, it is about finding the right balance, keeping the class structure set in a way that is consistent, yet achievable, whereby the children remain engaged, and their skill needs fulfilled in a fair and unbiased manner. 
Depending on the school and what type of children and staff attend, moulds the school ethos, and influences how they construct their school curriculum all within a well-rounded and balanced approach, supported by the Curriculum for Wales. Therefore, constant reflection is shown to be paramount as not 1 child is the same and arguably the curriculum is flexible enough now that it can be designed around a new wave of children each year. Having that supportive network of professionals clearly demonstrates a strong ethos of making a tailored educational journey for all children, which can only help professional and personal development as teaching professionals.
‘Being a primary teacher can be rewarding, exhilarating, intellectually stimulating, creative and good fun. It can also be frustrating, difficult and exhausting’, (Owen and Burnett, 2014, p. 5). 
To conclude, listening to children and understanding them as individuals remains fundamental in the education and social development of that child. This can only be achieved by the constant reflective practice that is endured throughout the child’s educational journey and professional teachings. With the understanding of the new curriculum, the teachers own journey should be reflected so that it remains current and best suited for situation and environment. Taking in consideration the teaching professionals mental well-being as well as the child, by consistently reflecting on practice can only reinforce models and structures used as teaching methods in the classroom for example. The approach taken should remain holistic, encompassing the child and tailor making an education system which is fair, flexible, and meeting the ever-changing needs of individuals. The Framework support this and allows the teaching professionals the ability to reflect and evaluate, enabling a healthier, more improved ways of learning holistically.  When looking at the Professional Standards for Teaching and Leadership, this gives a primary set of values and dispositions allowing all those involved, with shaping children’s education, essential elements of teaching that can be followed across the board. This will ensure that education remains fair, unbiased, supported, and can transform the education system in Wales together with the new curriculum. This will safe-guard future generations in the knowledge that teaching professionals are set at a particular standard with children’s interests at heart of what they do. When breaking down the standards to: Pedagogy, Leadership, Collaboration, Innovation and Professional Learning, there is no surprise that critical reflection and evaluation is encompassed in this model. To focus on Professional Learning, reflection is one of the ways in which the teaching professional can consistently extend their knowledge and coaching skills to be utilised in the classroom. This can show how reflection and openness to change supports the progression of professional learning to deepen the development of pedagogy.
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