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Introduction
This essay will critically evaluate an observation within a classroom setting, using Tripp’s (1993) critical incident methodology. Tripp’s approach to learning is what he considers as “critical incidents” that happen through observations within a classroom environment. The critical incident is a significant event or experience that stands out to an observer, in the context of teaching and learning. A critical incident does not need to be a serious event, it can be a reoccurring incident that happens every day (Tripp,2012). 

Tripp’s (1993)  approach encourages teachers to reflect on these incidents to gain insights and improve their teaching practices to make appropriate changes to action in the future. In addition to this Schön’s (Visser,2010) theory believes that engaging in reflective practice helps teachers enhance their professional identity and helps them become more effective in their roles. Schön’s work has had an impact on teacher education and professional development and encourages teachers to be self-aware practioners. 
The critical incident discussed will involve an observation of mixed ability groups of children in a classroom of 24 learners. According to Taylor et al (2015) Mixed ability grouping is the educational practice of grouping students of various abilities together to receive the same instruction and resources. in addition to this Archer et al (2017) believes that students may be put into groups with someone of different age, speaks a different language or at a different academic level from themselves. 
The effectiveness of mixed ability groupings depend on how well teachers can adapt their teaching methods and resources to meet the diverse needs of their learners (Westwood,2018). The classroom observed consisted of 5 mixed ability groups, with learners having Additional learning needs (ALN), English as additional language (EAL) and vision impairment with one teacher and one Learner support assistant (LSA). The learners with higher ability showed initiative throughout the task and the lower ability groups got distracted and didn’t show much engagement throughout the task, this essay will critically analyse to best teaching methods and learning methods to encourage an inclusive practice while implementing ability groups. 

Literature Review
The critical incident observed has highlighted some key areas that can be linked and discussed within a literature review. The following review will concentrate on theories surrounding mixed ability groupings and how schools and practioners can strategically use the best practice and methodology within the classroom environment to create ability groups inclusive for all learning abilities. 
Many educational systems apply learners abilities to groups, with similar attainment levels. These groups are formed purposefully with the intent that each learner will gain a broad range of ability and skill (Francis et al.,2020) ability groups are often based on learners working relationships, behaviour and attitude towards learning (Wilkinson et al.,2016) This is a practice that has increased internationally throughout the years (Taylor et al.,2022) It is a practice that is common within primary schools and is an expected practice by teachers (Bradbury and Holmes,2017) 

Research has mixed views on the benefits of ability grouping strategies, Research conducted by Hallam and Ireson (2010) found that teachers are fond of using ability groups, giving the teachers the ease of teaching learners of similar attainment levels in terms of differentiation, behaviour management and classroom management (Muijs and Reynolds,2005) Although in contradiction to this research Bradbury and Holmes (2017) has stated that teachers are conflicted about the use of grouping practices and are concerned about the impact on the child. A key issue that has been researched is that grouping by ability is not just simply based on attainment but formed through assumptions, bias and judgements made by a teacher, such decisions can lead to exclusion so creating a fostering and equal environment is key (Hallam and Parsons 2013; Francis et al., 2017). 
With ability groupings having the intent to give a learner the opportunity to be challenged and engaged at the appropriate level to progress through school, research argues that ability groups have the intent to potentially stop learners from progressing and has a negative effect on self-belief and comparison (Webb,2021). Although some positive benefit has been established in higher attaining groups (Ireson and Hallam,n.d) but for learners in lower ability groups there is evidence that progress has been delayed by one to two months a year (Higgins et al.,2015)
Learners within low ability groups are particularly vulnerable to the negative effects of comparison and low self-esteem. An Education Endowment Fund reported that learners in low ability groups are more likely to have access to a reduced curriculum, taught by a teaching assistant and supported in ways that increase their dependency on support rather than enhancing the learning autonomy (Sharples et al.,2015) In the UK, research into same attainment grouping for lower attaining learners has found evidence of less effective pedagogy (Webster and Blatchford,2013).
According to McGillicuddy and Devine (2018) the label of “low ability” has an everlasting effect. Low ability grouping inhibits learning opportunities for some learners and can impact the progression of the learner and keep them at the same attainment level throughout school.
In relation to this, Dweck’s (Dweck et al.,2014) research on mindset theory explores  learners beliefs surrounding their abilities and how this affects their learning. Implementing ability groupings should be done with care to avoid fixed mindsets in learners who may be placed in the lower ability groups (Einck,2017). This means emphasizing that the groups are not permanent judgements and that every learner has the potential to grow (Bennett,2017). Although in contradiction to this practioners have argued that Dweck’s idea can be challenging, practioners may struggle to effectively foster a growth mindset in their learners (Gray,2015) with other researchers arguing that adopting Dweck’s approach and fostering it with other approaches and theory will create a holistic environment for learners to achieve (Gray,2015). 
Vygotsky’s theory of the zone of proximal development (ZPD) explores the gap between what a learner can do independently and what the learner can achieve with an more able peer or adult (Eun,2019). This relates to the Bandura (Bandura and Hall,2018) theory of modelling, according to Banduras theory modelling plays a crucial role in how and why people learn. 
Vygotsky (Taber,2020) believes that learners with a variable ability can work collaboratively, and those with a stronger skill set are able to support the less able. In relation to this Hattie’s (Romer,2019) theory on student achievement emphasises on “peer tutoring” in mixed ability groups, the more able learner can support their peers. findings through Hattie’s research suggests that peer support is a positive impact on student achievement. 
With Vygotsky’s theory and practice in mind, mixed ability grouping promotes inclusivity throughout the classroom, ensuring that all learners of all abilities learn together, have a sense of belonging and reducing the stigmatization(Taber,2020). Mixed ability grouping develops a growth mindset around the target skill and through getting a better understanding of their own strengths while working with peers (Mohammed,n.d) Learners in mixed ability groups are exposed to a wider range of learning opportunities. In support of this Bruner’s (Olson,2014) constructivist theory argues that learners actively construct knowledge through collaboration and interaction with peers, Bruner’s theory supports mixed ability groupings as a way to facilitate the constructive process (Olson,2014). Furthermore, same ability groups are simpler to implement and benefit high achieving learners while mixed ability groups benefit all learners (Gillies,2014) 
Case Study
The following section will include a critical analysis on an observed incident relating to ability groups in a year 4 class. The information discussed will align to the BERA guidelines (Suri, 2020) ensuring confidentiality regarding the participants. In addition to this, the name of the children, staff and educational setting will stay anonymous throughout.
The observation was carried out within an English medium primary school. The age ranges between 3-11 years. The critical incident occurred in a year 4 class with one teacher and one LSA. The critical incident observed highlighted the use of ability groupings within the class. The classroom observed consisted of 5 mixed ability groups, with a proportion of learners with ALN, EAL and vision impairment. The learners with higher ability showed incitive throughout the task while the lower ability groups got distracted and didn’t show much engagement throughout.
The learners had to work in groups to complete given task, The groups where consisted of same ability groupings. Please refer to appendices 1 for sitting plan. Through the observation it was noticeable that one group of learners had the support of an LSA. This was to ensure behaviour management and to make sure that the learners where fully engaged with the task. During the group work the LSA needed to support another learner. During this period all learners with the additional support of the LSA started to get distracted and not fully emersed within the group work. This later resulted in the class teacher having to cover the role of the LSA to make sure that all learners where engaged with given task. 
Through reflecting on this critical incident it is noticeable that this links to the statement discussed within the literature review  of learners being dependent on an adult rather than collaborating with peers to support further learning, in relation to this An Education Endowment Fund reported that learners in low ability groups are more likely to have access to a reduced curriculum, taught by a teaching assistant and supported in ways that increase their dependency on support rather than enhancing the learning autonomy (Sharples et al.,2015) In the UK, research into same attainment grouping for lower attaining learners has found evidence of less effective pedagogy (Webster and Blatchford,2013). It is evident that the learners observed where fully dependent on the teaching support rather than being engaged with peer support, this allowed reflection on how peer support would support these learners and to encourage less dependency of the LSA and teacher. 
This group of learners depended more on the LSA than working with a more knowledgeable other because they were grouped with the same attainment group and did not have the opportunity to explore higher attainment peer knowledge.
 Referring back to the literature review where Higgins et al (2015) discussed that progress has been delayed by one to two months a year for learners in lower ability groups that are dependent on support staff and have been placed in a lower attainment group that has excluded them from the use of a more knowledgeable other. 
The new curriculum for Wales (n.d) place emphasis on peer support and learning which is in support of Vygotsky’s theory of scaffolding, Vygotsky’s theory of scaffolding involves providing provisional support to learners to complete tasks within their ZPD. Research within Vygotsky’s approach has demonstrated that higher attainment learners can act as “scaffolds” for their peers by providing guidance and assistance to foster an inclusive environment that utilizes every learners ability (Puntambekar,2022). In contradiction to Vygotsky’s theory, Piaget’s (Sanghvi,2020) believes that children actively construct their knowledge independently. Piaget believes that learners should construct their own knowledge, disregarding social interactions as learning opportunities. Although reflecting back on the critical incident if the groups where all mixed ability rather than same ability groupings this would encourage learners to scaffold and collaborate with various abilities to expand knowledge and academic ability. 
After reflecting on how the positioning of the ability groupings in the classroom it was noticeable that the EAL learners where all grouped together in the righthand corner of the classroom, please see the appendices for the classroom layout. With this in mind it was noticeable that the EAL learners were not benefitting from peer support or peer collaboration. According to Brooks et al (2020)  it is crucial for EAL to be immersed within the language, this is the way they will adapt and progress academically. Although the method used by the school is to guarantee the EAL with a peer that speaks the same language as them, is it excluding them from immersing further into the language. if the method of mixed ability groupings was used rather than same ability groupings it would be interesting to see how the learners language has developed in a further reflection. After reflecting on the observation of the critical incident and with a review of literature, would it be more beneficial for the EAL learners to be in mixed ability groupings for the learners to be immersed within the language. Although the method used by the schools to keep all EAL learners grouped to make it inclusive, its reflective to question whether they are being excluded from the rest of the classroom. 
Teaching and learning methods
The observation allowed the opportunity for identifying a critical incident in a real life context. This encouraged the process of self-reflection and thinking about teaching and learning methods that I will adopt. As suggested within Tripp’s (1993) critical incident methodology, teachers reflect on the incident by considering feelings, thoughts and reactions to the critical incident by exploring the underlying factors that contributed to the incident. Tripps (1993) methodology encourages teachers to engage in reflective practice to continue with professional development leading to more effective teaching and improved learning outcomes. In addition to this Schön’s (Visser,2010) reflective methodology believes that engaging within reflective practice as a teacher supports the enhancement of their professional identity and helps them become more effective in their roles. 
 
In relation to the critical incident of ability groups, there are a number of different practices to use to improve the inclusivity of mixed ability groups. Firstly, when delivering new content, using a cooperative learning method to encourage learners with mixed abilities to work collaboratively on tasks. Hove (2022) supports mixed ability groups by arguing that mixed ability groups can enhance ALN learners academic performance and help support behavioural expectations due to the positive role models placed within the mixed ability groups. Using collaborative methods within mixed ability groups supports Vygotsky’s ZPD (Silalahi,2019), allowing the less able to receive peer support from the more knowledgeable other, this will help support students having less dependency on support staff and using the scaffolding method that Vygotsky supports. Encouraging collaborative learning, mixed ability groups allow for tasks to be completed with less support from staff, meaning that LSA’s can be more available to ALN learners as discussed in the case study as to supporting them less in their learning and becoming independent learners. 
Through the literature review it is evident that mixed ability groupings are successful in implementing an inclusive classroom although it could be argued that using the more knowledgeable peer to support the less able could cause a high level of pressure on the learner, which could be an overwhelming experience if they feel liable to support their less able peers. However, this could supported by the positive use of pupil voice, with learners being encouraged to discuss worries and feelings to support their wellbeing and having the option to reduce their level of contribution if needed. According to research conducted by Ainscow and Messiou (2018) Pupil Voice is a central part of an inclusive classroom environment. And is a key feature of the curriculum reform in Wales (Welsh Government, n.d).
When reflecting on the literature, it is important to consider Dweck’s (Dweck et al.,2014) theory of mindset, that explored learners beliefs surrounding their abilities and how this affects their learning progress. With this theory in mind as a teacher I will adopt the method of being very careful when implementing ability groups to avoid fixed mindsets in learners that may be placed in lower ability groups. Emphasising that the groups are not a fixed judgement, encouraging learners to develop holistically is at the centre of creating an inclusive classroom. According to McGillicuddy and Devine (2018) the label of “low ability” has an everlasting effect. Low ability grouping inhibits learning opportunities for some learners and can impact the progression of the learner and keep them at the same attainment level throughout school.
One method to address the critical incident would be to structure mixed ability groups to ensure the highest level of understanding, it is important to consider the type of work assigned to the learners. Although learners could be given more challenging tasks, this may not give the lower ability learners many opportunities to apply their own answers if they are relying on the more knowledgeable other within the group.  The solution to this challenge would be to scaffold tasks to suit all ability levels to promote inclusive practice and allowing learners to work at their ability level and to be challenged within their mixed ability groups.
By incorporating these teaching and learning methods, as a practioner I am able to maintain an inclusive and effective learning environment for students in same-ability groupings during critical incidents. 
Discussion
During the observation of the critical incident and doing a further investigation into a literature review there are areas that I would like to act upon for my own pedological choices and philosophy of education to ensure an inclusive classroom environment while grouping learners by ability. My philosophy of education is to give every learner the chance to succeed and making my classroom environment inclusive, for learners to have a safe space to make mistakes reflect on them and make progress throughout the school year.
To guarantee inclusivity throughout grouping, the best method to create an inclusive environment is mixed ability groupings to ensure a learner has areas to be challenged and has the option to collaborate with a more knowledgeable peers.. Vygotsky believes that learners with a variable ability can work collaboratively, and those with a stronger skill set are able to support the less able. In relation to this Hattie’s (Romer,2019) theory on student achievement emphasises on “peer tutoring” in mixed ability groups, the more able learner can support their peers. Encouraging collaboration with more knowledgeable peers will foster peer learning and support. Same ability groupings are simpler to implement and benefit higher achievers, although it is important to keep focus on the lower achievers and finding practices that support all abilities to create the classroom inclusive. 
While reflecting on inclusive practice, it emphasises the importance as future practioners to develop rich contexts for learning that support the participation of all the learners. Staying informed about inclusive practices and seeking professional development will support me in enhancing my skills. This will support having good teacher judgement and having the skill set not to be bias when grouping learners by ability. In support of this Hallam and Parsons (2013)  believes that grouping by ability is not just simply based on attainment but formed through assumptions, bias and judgements made by a teacher, such decisions can lead to exclusion so creating a fostering and equal environment is key.
Being aware and being flexible of moving learners by groups as needed, based on the progress and preferences of the learning, making sure that I am not stopping progress as a practioner is crucial in seeing development. In relation to this, Dweck’s (Dweck et al.,2014) research on mindset theory explores  learners beliefs surrounding their abilities and how this affects their learning. Implementing ability groupings should be done with care to avoid fixed mindsets in learners who may be placed in the lower ability groups (Einck,2017).In addition to this research suggest that the experience of being in same ability groups has a negative impact on learner confidence and supports the development of negative learner identities, especially for those identified as less able (Hallam and Ireson (2017).
This means emphasizing that the groups are not permanent judgements and that every learner has the potential to grow (Bennett,2017). According to McGillicuddy and Devine (2018) the label of “low ability” has an everlasting effect. Low ability grouping inhibits learning opportunities for some learners and can impact the progression of the learner and keep them at the same attainment level throughout school.
Using varied assessment methods will support this as it will capture each of the learners strengths and progress not just using a single standardized method. Setting individual goals that are achievable for each student within their ability groups and giving the learners scope to be challenged to show progress will encourage a fostering environment and will be an inclusive practice. 


Conclusion and Recommendation’s 
The assignment brief required engagement with reflective practice models. Through observing a class, an incident was observed for further critical reflection using Tripp’s (1993) methodology. The requirement for teaching practioners to have the skill of reflection is a crucial part of teaching standards, curriculum policy and quality pedagogy, reflection is the skill to develop these practices further. 
The critical incident involving same ability groups has highlighted the significance of  equitable learning environments. While there are benefits to grouping students of similar abilities, it is crucial to maintain flexibility and to constantly review the groupings to ensure support and opportunities for the learners to grow. The critical incident serves as a reminder that education settings should aim to cater for all the diverse needs within the classroom to make it an inclusive environment. It is evident that mixed ability groups encourage a collaborative experience, increased contribution across all ability levels, confident learners, independent learners and fostering stronger peer relationships. 
These recommendation’s will be used in future practice to foster an inclusive classroom, encouraging all learners to succeed. This would involve adopting Vygotsky’s theory of learning through social interaction and collaboration. Using Dweck’s theory of mindset and being thoughtful of the impact ability groupings can have on learners confidence and growth. Having a range of strategies to use as a teacher will support my learners progression and allowing them to thrive, as a practioner being involved in extra training will give me the knowledge to ensure that inclusive practice is being used at all times and making the right decisions to support learners in achieving.  
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