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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 roles of critical evaluation and reflection are vital formats in which to move forward and progress any profession and are especially key when analysing teaching practice. One way in which these can be utilised to progress as an educator and profession learner, is to focus on one particular or a set of incidents, Tripp (2012 p.24) identifies these as ‘critical incidents’. These incidents allow teachers to hone their craft within one specific area, while simultaneously encouraging them to evaluate the incident through a holistic lens. However, to identify and focus on next teaching and learning steps, based on an observed critical incident, we must understand its general definition. Tripp (2012 p.24) defines critical incidents as ‘some event or situation which marked a significant turning-point or change’, which can affect people and institutions alike. However, within the context of teaching, critical incidents tend to be less dramatic and more commonplace than the name may suggest. These incidents appear as more ‘typical’ than ‘critical’ in most cases and it is the in-depth analysis and interpretation of them, that makes them critical (Tripp, 2012 p.25). Said incidents are ‘indicative of underlying trends, motives and structures’ which is why they become such a useful tool for teachers to analyse, evaluate and reflect upon within their own practice (Tripp, 2012 p.25). However, as useful as these incidents may be in terms of simply making us stop and think; we must also take time to analyse the event as a whole and unpack the underlying complexity of said incidents, if we are truly to enhance our practice through study and reflection (Crowhurst & Patrick, 2018).
	Critical reflection is often encouraged, if not required, within many areas of professional practice and is not limited to teaching. Examples of these are social work, nursing and general medical practice. Thompson and Thompson (2008) present that reflection is not just essential for professional learning, but that it should indeed be recognised as a foundation for professional practice, knowledge and values. Although the efficacy of critical reflection has been contested in the past, it is now widely accepted as a route to professional excellence (Forde, et al., 2006). To substantiate this belief, Burnard carried out research in 1995 (cited in Forde, et al., 2006) during which they studied nurse educators and outlined their beliefs on reflection. These included but were not limited to; increased confidence and thoughtfulness, improved possibility of correct practice, appreciating the value of different outcomes and finally applying a more systematic approach to their practice. Despite this study being aimed at nursing educators, these benefits are also relevant and effective with regards to teaching practice. Cotton (2001, cited in Forde, et al., 2006, p.72) stated that just as reflection is ‘extolled as being good for nursing and nurses’, it is often viewed as empowering teachers in the same way. Therefore, it is complementary to teaching practice, most notably for student and newly qualified practitioners. In addition to acknowledging the benefits, it is also imperative that a particular model or process is used with regards to reflection, to evaluate the situation in an un-biased manner while facilitating professional learning. Taggart and Wilson (2005, pp. 2-3) outline some of these models, as well as discussing the specific modes of reflective thinking, most notably through the ‘The Reflective Thinking Pyramid’ (appendix figure 1.1). The Pyramid itself consists of 3 levels of thinking, the first being ‘Technical’, the second being ‘Contextual’ and the third being ‘Dialectical’. These levels each become more complex as you progress up the pyramid and give us greater insight into reflective thinking. Additionally, it allows us to advance from speculative observation and theory identification, to critically examining assumptions and biases in combination with taking intellectual responsibility for decision-making and subsequent action. It is this professional accountability and impartial approach that must be considered when reflecting, to avoid potential pitfalls and ensure that we remain self-aware and consistently mindful throughout critical reflection (Thompson & Thompson, 2008). It is my intention to reflect upon my critical incident with these levels of thinking and professional standards in mind, to encourage deeper thought and understanding of my initial observation and how it will affect my personal teaching practice moving forward. The works of; Dewey (1993), Eby and Kujawa (1994), Pugach and Johnson (1990) and finally Schön (1983), cited in Taggart and Wilson (2005 pp. 1-8), unilaterally agree on the practice of ‘The Process Approach’ (appendix figure 1.2) with regards to reflective technique. I have therefore decided to utilise this method to address my observations and improve my teaching practice moving forward. This is due to the plurality of recognised scholars who have already supported and employed this process, in addition to my prior experience of using the method subconsciously. I aim to use this constructivist approach propelled by Piaget (1975, cited by Taggart & Wilson, 2005) of cyclical guided discovery and meaningful application, to solve problems and to actuate my own professional learning from this assignment and within my future teaching practice. 
	To begin starting my critical reflection and recounting the critical incident which motivates it, it is imperative that we understand the greater context of the observation. This will allow an in-depth analysis and evaluation of said incident, whilst remaining as impartial as possible. We also need to take into consideration our professional responsibility to remain within the British Educational Research Association’s ethical guidelines, particularly when discussing the school, students, staff, and communities involved with said incident (BERA, 2018). As an educational researcher, whether it is individually or part of an educational institution, it is imperative that the associations principles are followed. These include but are not limited to; remaining fundamentally inclusive of interests, values and perspectives; respecting the privacy, diversity and dignity of any individual or community involved; conducting research with integrity and through the appropriate means; acting with regard to social responsibilities when conducting and disseminating research, and finally maximising benefit and minimising harm to all those involved (BERA, 2018). Hereby, the schools name, specific area and identifiable statistics will be approximated or removed from referencing and the bibliography, in accordance with the BERA guidelines. The school in which the non-participant observation took place is a mixed gender secondary school in South Wales, taught through the English medium. The school consists of 1200 pupils, with 52% male students and 47% female. As of 2021 it has; 24% free school meals, 27% Black, Asian and Ethnic pupils and 10% of pupils with English as an additional language. These statistics are above the local authority average, as well as the average for Wales in general. The school also has a Special Teaching Facility (STF) unit, with 10% of students as part of school action, 6% school action plus and 5% statemented (Royal Statistical Society, 2021). I will be exploring the critical incident from record 1 of the appendices. It took place on a Monday morning, 1st lesson. The class itself was a year 7, mixed gender and ability maths class, between the ages of 11 and 12 years old. 
Throughout the entirety of the observation period, I encountered a variety of critical incidents, both during lessons and outside the classroom. However, there was one during this particular maths lesson, which I found more thought-provoking and notable than the rest. It involved a task set out by the teacher, which consisted of filling out a 12x12 multiplication grid that they were using to record their knowledge of learned times tables. The whole class already had the 2 and 4 columns and rows filled out, as they had covered that in previous lessons. They were then tasked with filling out the row and column for their 8 times table, having practiced them during today’s lesson. However, upon being assigned the task, Student A raised her hand to draw the teachers attention. Subsequently, the teacher came over to ask the student what was wrong, at which point the student explained that she had not only completed the assigned task but had completely filled the multiplication grid in her own time, including the times tables they had not yet covered. This is a prime example of an ‘Ambitious, capable learner who set themselves high standards and seek and enjoy challenge’ (Donaldson, 2015 p.31). Consequently, this behaviour should most certainly be praised, encouraged and maintained. However, the teacher seemed taken aback by the situation and responded with a quick “Well done”, while proceeding to assist the rest of the class. This left Student A with nothing to do for approximately 10 minutes. Nonetheless, I am aware that this was a one-off situation and an extreme example of when differentiation is necessary but challenging to prepare for. For example, the teacher had extension tasks ready for later in the lesson, but at this moment in time she seemed completely caught off-guard and had nothing for Student A to carry on with. It was this incident, combined with several others, that have led me to question the difficulties of teaching mixed ability classes, especially with regards to differentiation. For example, Student A was repeatedly the first to raise her hand when asked a question, but gradually became disengaged in the lesson after being ignored several times.  Granted, during the latter incident, the student was being ignored due to the practice of ‘No hands up’ being employed to check for student understanding (Wiliam & Leahy, 2015 p.64 and Rosenshine, 2012). However, Student A was unaware of this approach having only been in the school for short weeks, therefore may have finished the lesson feeling ignored and unrecognised, which if anything can be perceived as offsetting the ‘Healthy, confident individuals…’ purpose of the new curriculum for Wales (Donaldson, 2015 p.31). These incidents that I have witnessed throughout the research period, have led me to delve deeper into trying to understand the challenges of teaching mixed ability classes and differentiation with regards to learning and tasking. My fear is that student A will now be left for subsequent lessons with periods of nothing to do or engage with. Looking at my own practice, it is my intention to ensure that every child has the correct degree of difficulty to achieve their optimum level of learning (Bjork, 1994). I understand this will be no easy feat, but every student deserves to receive the level of challenge correct for them, in order to promote consistent learning. I intend to study the challenges of teaching mixed ability classes, the need for classroom differentiation as well potentially identifying and learning how to cultivate students of higher levels of attainment. By doing this, I hope to ensure that every student has the means to participate and are consistently being challenged throughout my own practice, to meet their individual needs. 
	
Literature Review

In the interest of being able to aptly research and understand how to differentiate, we must begin by clarifying what is meant by the term ‘Differentiation’ at a fundamental level and why it is so important within a learning setting; as well as comprehending the challenges we may face when teaching mixed ability classes. Hart (1996) stated that differentiation is a difficult concept to delineate. This is due to the lack of prevalent research at the time of writing, in conjunction with the fact it was a modern label, given to an approach that teachers had been actively practicing for years. This notion of practising differentiation without naming it has also been acknowledged by many scholars since, such as Tomlinson (1999). However, it is worth noting that during the 1990’s, the theory of differentiation was still in its infancy, thus the reason studies were so limited at the time. Although, Wiliam (2016) also confirms this idea of limited research material 20 years later, which displays that it is still a concept that requires more in-depth research and investigation. Nonetheless, it was during this early period of inquiry that Visser (1993 cited in Convery and Coyle, 1999) and Ainsley (1994) all began to define differentiation as being a classroom process which empowers and provides students with the opportunities to maximise their potential, through varied learning activities and methods, by catering to their individual needs. This definition was expanded by Tomlinson (1999) with confirmation of Wiliam (2016), who begins to refine the idea of not just differentiation, but ‘differentiated instruction’ as whether what and how a student learns is a match for their interests and level of readiness, as well as their preferred mode of learning. Wiliam (2016 pp. 129-131) then supported this definition even further, by citing Hall, Strangman and Meyer (2011) who reinforced this idea of ‘differentiated instruction’, as accounting for ability, prior knowledge, readiness and preferential learning.
So, what are the attributes we need to account for through differentiation and how do we assess them? Both Tomlinson (2014) and William (2016) discuss the need for both formative and summative assessment when planning for differentiation. Without these forms of assessment, we cannot fully grasp a student’s levels of attainment/ability or their readiness (prior knowledge), thus allowing us to differentiate based on these factors. Tomlinson (1999 p.10) stated that to create a ‘differentiated classroom’ we must understand and accept that ‘assessment and instruction are inseparable’. Continuing this idea of utilising formative assessment to identify ability and readiness, it also assists us in recognising students learning progressions, which Tomlinson (2014) presents as imperative if we are to understand students points of entry and next steps in learning. Tomlinson (2014) also continues to address a common misconception of assessment in general, which is the fact that it does not merely identify students’ levels of attainment or ability, but also aids us in understanding individual aspects of learners needs, alongside levels of proficiency, skills attained and areas of interest. Combining this with Wiliams (2016) theories regarding formative assessment, we can begin to consider that there are varying methods and pathways for learners to achieve the same goals, of which it is our duty as educators to facilitate these pathways. Ultimately, if we focus on the individuals’ journey, we will instinctively be doing our best to ensure that they make it to the same destination.
In addition to ability and readiness, the idea of differentiating by range or preferred learning style is also widely contended. There have been a pronounced portion of scholars, who agree with its necessity and success, many of which support the use of Myers-Briggs types (1962) to interpret this. There are even scholars such as, Coffield, Moseley, Hall and Ecclestone (2004 cited in Wiliam, 2016) who have further researched these learning methods, to the extent at which they have identified up to seventy-one different models of learning styles. However, to consider each of these learning styles through teaching practice, seems not just challenging for the educator, but impractical. This would merely take excess time away from the individual learner and educator, especially when teaching a full class of mixed-ability students. Moreover, Wiliam (2016) continues to challenge the efficacy of considering range when differentiating in greater depth. Although he acknowledges the amount of time and research that has gone into this area, he states that there is little evidence to suggest that differentiating for individual learning styles currently has a marked impact on student learning. With this in mind, we can also look to the theories of Bjork (1994), who discusses the idea of necessary levels of difficulty for learning to take place. Considering this, adjusting to meet learning styles could be seen as potentially impairing the individuals learning, when planning for differentiation using this method (Wiliam, 2016).
As discussed, there are several factors that require consideration before we begin to differentiate. These include, ability, background, learning style, readiness, and motivation. However, there is one principal factor that is wholly agreed upon as more important than any other. This factor is familiarising yourself with and understanding the individuals you are teaching and should be the primary aim in order to successfully differentiate for the students you are teaching (Ainslie, 1994), (Tomlinson, 2014) and (Hart, 1996). If you can build good rapport with your students, then differentiation should become habitual for the learner and educator, if not second-nature.
After exploring these factors that influence individual learning and outlining the need for differentiation, we must also address the techniques that educators undertake to support differentiation. One of these methods is organising and classifying learners by ability, attainment and behaviour. This is otherwise known as class-setting. It is assumed that this approach should be beneficial for both learners and educators alike; as students can then progress at a pace that matches those around them and teachers can minimise the risk-range of differentiation required. However, this is not always successful, as trying to set classes based on attainment/ability, range and behaviours, does not always account for their individual differences, such as interests. Hart (1996) discusses the idea of differentiating by class, or class setting and has outlined some of the challenges facing these situations. For example, setting classes as opposed to grouping by mixed ability can pose its own dilemmas. As stated previously, although it sounds more practical for all parties involved, according to Hart (1996) it can have a detrimental impact for both the learner and the educator. Hart (1996 p.20) continues by stating that teachers can begin to view lower set classes in an unfavourable manner, while students in those sets can also begin to disengage and develop behavioural issues, due to lack of self-esteem caused by the labelling involved. This concept is referred to as ‘Polarisation’. This is then further acknowledged by Fielding (1996 p.81), who states that the reality of differentiation can often be a ‘diminishing and demeaning experience, involving segregation and disillusionment’. These ideas are also confirmed by Tomlinson (2014) who discusses the idea that in elementary schools, when tasks are differentiated, students can often feel left-out or neglected when omitted from certain areas of learning. When we compare these ideas to the current Welsh curriculum, it is evident that some of these challenges contradict the aims of the ‘four purposes’, particularly, ‘ambitious, capable learners’ and ‘healthy, confident individuals; as we are not only limiting their sense of challenge and self-driven learning, but also potentially damaging their confidence and limiting levels of resilience (Donaldson, 2015 p.31). If we are to assume these theories as correct, we must promptly begin to investigate how we can differentiate for the individual, as opposed to the whole class. 
When differentiating for the individual, there are various forms that can be explored. These include; Tomlinson’s (1999 p.15) idea of ‘Differentiation of instruction’, Ainsley’s (1994 p.39) examples of ‘Extension activity’ and Convery and Coyle’s (1999) model of differentiation (appendix figure 1.3). The latter includes differentiation by; task, outcome, ability, range, interest, variety, support and text (Convery & Coyle, 1999). However, despite this plethora of approaches to individual differentiation, there has been one key concept that seems to be the most effective, which is the idea of extension or branching work. Wringe (1989 cited in Convery and Coyle, 1999 p.5) stated that ‘the setting of different tasks to different pupils does not have to take place all the time’ meaning that you can still take a whole class approach to teaching, but individual differentiation does not necessarily need to take place every lesson as long as you are correctly prepared. They continue by outlining its necessity, but only on a required basis. This responsive reaction to differentiated learning is also upheld by Hall, Strangman and Meyer (2011) cited in (Wiliam, 2016), as well as Ainsley (1994 p.39), who actively advocates the use of ‘supplementary/extension activity’. This is in reference to methods of extensions to universally accessible core work to differentiation, which can also be referred to as ‘branching work’ (Convery & Coyle, 1999 p.5). This can be a very effective approach to differentiation, as we can still address the needs, interests and goals of the individual student without having to endure an unrealistic workload (Convery & Coyle, 1999). However, it should be noted that when planning branch or extension work, we should still bear in mind it’s accessibility as ‘All learners need extending at times’ not just those with higher levels of attainment (Convery & Coyle, 1999 p.57). O’Brien & Guiney (2001) also support this idea of inclusivity, by emphasising that differentiation is integral to learning and should not be perceived as an add-on. This can be deemed contrary to the ideas previously discussed by Wringe (1989), Hall, Strangman and Meyer (2011 cited in Wiliam,2016). When it is employed appropriately and with purpose, extension can be one of the most significant approaches to differentiation. 
Throughout this literature review, there have been a variety of points raised, and approaches outlined. However, the key principle of differentiation is that it is our responsibility as educators to ensure that this technique becomes a consistent part of our practice. As learning is an individual process, it is our professional responsibility as educators to facilitate this (Convery & Coyle, 1999). Therefore, we should be held accountable for meeting these individual needs, regardless of whether classes are set or mixed ability. Contrary to this, the case can be made that students should take ownership of their own learning, especially in the cases of students with higher levels of attainment (Wiliam, 2016). This has been explored by Tomlinson (2014) and O'Brien & Guiney (2001), who suggest that we take responsibility for our own learning from a young age, through the notions of strengths, weaknesses, and self-enrichment. Therefore, it is vital that teachers encourage this ambition within students. However, the notion that the responsibility falls on both the teacher and the student, has been explored by Muijs and Reynolds (2018), who concluded that although teachers are responsible for ordering and structuring lessons, as well as providing challenging work, learners should also begin to take ownership of their own work and independence within sessions. Ultimately, to get the most out of differentiated learning, the responsibility falls to both the educator and the learner.

Reflection

Considering what I have discovered through my literature review, I can now examine and reflect upon my chosen critical incident and determine how this will determine my current and future teaching practice. Firstly, to examine this on a technical level, it is an extremely unfortunate situation that both Student A and the teacher were involved in. At no point, should Student A be left without any work to do, however, the teacher could not have expected the student to be as far ahead as they were, or have completed such an amount of work on a voluntary basis. The teacher was prepared for differentiation throughout the lesson, with extension tasks present for the rest of the tasks assigned. Now to advance further through the levels of reflection, I must now explore the incident on a contextual level. Through my literary research, I have concluded that the greatest source for differentiation is knowing and understanding the students you are teaching. If I am to apply that knowledge to this situation, at no point would it be justified to criticise the teacher for not knowing her students in enough depth. After having only 3 weeks to teach a class during their first year in the school, the teacher should not necessarily be expected to know the intricate details of each students’ individual needs, if I was to observe the class further into their school career, I can imagine this situation would not repeat itself. In addition to this if I was to observe a class which the teacher has more in-depth experience with, it would be fair of me to assume that no such situation would occur, as she would have a much better idea of the individuals’ strengths, weaknesses and expectations. Finally, to really delve deeper and analyse this on a dialectical level, I also need to consider my own bias when critiquing the situation, having been in Student A’s position numerous times myself throughout education. An additional factor to consider, is the impact any further action with regards to Student A, would have on the other students and climate of the classroom. Had the teacher spent longer with student, trying to figure out an extension task, it may have been at the expense of other students learning and assistance. From this observation and reflection, it is imperative that I make every effort to know my students individually, to ensure that I can effectively implement differentiation within my classroom, ensuring that pupils individual learning needs, such as ability, readiness and learning style, are met. A final takeaway from my reflection and inquiry into differentiation, is to remember that differentiation does not always have to be complicated, transformative or require reinventing resources. It can simply be building on and extending students knowledge. In the words of Convery and Coyle (1999 p.5) it ‘does not necessarily mean abandoning existing materials but rather building on current practice’.

Conclusion
	
In conclusion, the entire observation period has proved extremely useful, both in terms of insight into the classroom, as well as with regards to my personal practice and reflection. Moving forward, I hope to continually reflect upon and improve my practice, by utilising critical incidents alongside the reflective techniques that I have discovered throughout this assignment. I can therefore take responsibility for myself and maintain a reflective approach to pedagogy (EWC, 2019). It is my intention to put what I have learnt into practice, employing the strategies I have learned via ‘The Process Approach’ and ‘Reflective Thinking Model’ (Taggart & Wilson, 2005 pp. 5-7). Once I have employed these differentiation techniques, I hope to reflect on and discover which are the most successful, so that I can continue to build upon them; as well as discover techniques that may not be as effective. Hopfully, I can learn something through experimentation and continue professional learning throughout my teaching career, as well as innovate and discover new methods of practice (EWC, 2019). A key factor that I have taken away from this assignment, is the importance of aiming to meet the individual needs of the learners. As long as I follow the basic advice of Convery and Coyle (1999 p.57), ‘to have an extension task available at all times’, hopefully I can prevent potential critical incidents like the examples previously explored, from occurring in the future. 
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