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[bookmark: _Hlk118676867]A critical evaluation and the identification of next teaching and learning steps focusing on a case of an individual learner or a group of learners, based on an observed critical incident.
The aims of this essay are to evaluate and analyse a case study of a previously observed critical incident in a primary school. Also, the essay intends to relay further explored areas related to the critical incident according to relevant research. With the critical incident involving the idea of differentiation, the two focused areas of research are inclusivity in the classroom and the effect of seating arrangements on the pupils.
There appear to be origins of the term critical incident in biography, which describes some event or scenario which marks a significant turning point or change in the subject's life (Miles and Huberman, 1984; Tripp, 1994). 
The reflective practice, which has been defined by Bright (1996), is a method that enables teachers, student teachers, and teaching assistants to gain a deeper understanding of themselves, their philosophies, and the dynamics of the classroom. Engaging in the process of focused thinking promotes self-awareness and self-understanding, as well as self-awareness and self-understanding (White, 2004; Wieringa, 2011).
Through reflective practice, teacher candidates have the opportunity to develop a deeper understanding of their actions in a real-world context, as well as develop a higher level of critical thinking skills and dispositions. As described by Slade et al. (2019), reflective practice refers to the process of examining what has been taught in a course before, during, and after a field placement utilizing the knowledge and skills 
The role of critical reflection
An individual who engages in critical reflection is one who analyses how power and structures influence their relationships with others and their relationships with others within society (Brookfield, 2009).
It is important to recognize that reflection plays an important role in the development of familiarity, skills, and outlooks in teachers (Bright, 1996; Brookfield, 2004; Cranton, 1996; Ladson-Billings, 1994; Reagan, Case and Brubacher, 2000; Stein, 2000; Willis, 1999; Shandomo, 2010). Critical reflection promotes principles of social justice and human rights by providing a better understanding of the social and cultural context of practice (Rankine, 2018).
It was Dewey (1933; 1938) who introduced the notion of reflection in the context of teaching. Dewey believed, to learn through experience, reflection is essential. It is important to realize that reflection is not a solution; instead, it is a form of systematic problem-solving, involving the evaluation of relevant beliefs underlying the problem and possible solutions (Alger, 2006). Lowenstein and Brill (2010) describe critical reflection as teachers considering justice and control issues when dealing with students, curriculum, and education together.
As stated by McKnight et al. (2002, p.1) reflective thinking process involves analysing classroom events and circumstances in a multifaceted manner. As a result of the complexity of the teaching process, it is necessary for the educator to observe and evaluate the classroom constantly and continuously to take appropriate action. The ability to recognize what occurs in the classroom does not suffice to qualify as an effective teacher. A better understanding of the "whys", "how’s", and "what if’s" is critical. It is through a habit of consistently practicing reflective thinking that one comes to this understanding. The study of reflective peer groups (Kettle and Sellars, 1996) found that students are encouraged to challenge their preconceived teaching theories and preconceived views of teaching enabling them to engage in social constructivism while allowing them to experience the collegial personal learning environment, which is helpful in all facets of teaching (Shandomo, 2010).
To achieve transformative learning, reflection is one of the essential components - the type of learning that transforms students' perceptions that are more experiential and their understanding of themselves (Brooks, 2000; Mezirow, 1991; Gorski and Dalton, 2020). Educators can learn how to examine their biases through reflective learning activities (Lin and Lucey, 2010) to further their understanding of privilege and oppression (Acquah and Commins, 2015; Nieto, 2000), as well as reinforce their support to acquire educational equity (Grant and Sleeter, 2010).
Retrospectively, Finlay (2002) and Gorski and Dalton (2010) criticize reflection pedagogy as being too inwardly centred and “self-absorbed”. However, because of reflective practice, professionals can examine, assess, and ask questions to gain insights from experiences (Osipova et al., 2011).
Observation of School & Class Context
According to the most recent Estyn (2018) inspection, the school attended had 182 pupils aged between 3 and 11 with only 6% of those entitled to free school meals. With the national average being significantly higher at 19%. The ethnic variety of the school is low with most of the pupils being of white, British descent, and hardly any first-language Welsh speakers and no pupils with English as an additional language. The percentage of special education needs pupils is 10% where the national average is 22% and not many pupils are looked after by the local authority or have been issued a statement of special educational needs.
Researchers observed critical incidents on September 26, 2022, and September 27, 2022, between 10 am and 10:45 am. The researcher thought it worthwhile to examine both critical incidents because they have the same nature.
Critical incidents included the following: 
Each table had different tasks and learning objectives, as noted by the researcher. Although the tasks were identical in theory, they were modified for differing difficulty levels. This resulted in different outcomes at each of the tables. According to the teacher, the arrangement of the students at different tables was designed to group them according to ability. As well as explaining what the 'lower ability table' includes, the teacher explained that students with special needs were grouped together to facilitate the provision of additional assistance if necessary. Researchers found that the teacher frequently directed the students to the table closest to the teacher's desk more than any other table. 
Critical Incident linked to Donaldson’s Four Purposes
An independent review of curriculum and assessment arrangements in Wales was conducted by Graham Donaldson. The review had a wide-ranging and fundamental scope, including children as young as three years old to as old as sixteen years old, and thus had the freedom to think in a radical manner. It was primarily requested that the committee examine the ways in which schools today can prepare students for a future that is on the verge of becoming exciting but uncertain (Donaldson, 2015).
The Welsh curriculum needs to be designed in a way that the children and young people will be able to achieve the following goals: "ambitious, capable learners, ready to learn throughout their lives; enterprising, creative contributors, ready to play an active role in life and work; ethical, informed citizens of Wales and the world; healthy, confident individuals, able to lead fulfilling lives as valued members of society" (Donaldson, 2015: 29). In his report, Professor Donaldson stated that a concise, clear 
A helpful case study for this debate would be the grouping of pupils during the research. Additionally, the researcher examined whether students from lower ability groups could be assisted more by their teachers to increase the difficulty of their tasks. Retroactively, you can determine if the children excelled because of the tailored tasks and ability-driven learning. This would enable them to compete at a level comparable to those from higher-ability groups. 
In Challenge and Expectations, the Influencing Learners section discusses these techniques in relation to the pedagogy professional standards. To achieve expectations, researchers believe that learners' expectations and challenges should be met appropriately while appreciating their abilities.
Giving pupils options for learning based on their ability it gives them responsibility for their own learning. This produces ‘ambitious, capable learners who are ready to learn throughout their lives’. The addition of ability groups into the classroom environment creates a hierarchy of pupils based on ability which whether wanted or not, creates a competitive, ideally ambitious atmosphere where striving for the highest ability group is apparent. 
The way that the grouping system, by ability, mirrors the wider world and their futures in the world of work is linked to the purpose, enterprising, creative contributors, ready to play a full part in life and work. This is because it is preparing them for such real-life circumstances and harsh realities of not always being the best at something.
Literature Review
Advantages of differentiation based on ability
This literature review’s purpose is to evaluate and synthesise the observed critical incident and relate it to two areas of research. The critical incident itself was based on if ‘differentiation’ in a classroom is beneficial or hindering the development and education of the pupils.
As a result of the Education Reform Act of 1988, the term differentiation was formally incorporated into the National Curriculum. A broad, balanced, relevant, and 'subtly' differentiated curriculum was guaranteed to every pupil under this law. As defined by the National Curriculum Council, differentiation refers to the process by which curriculum objectives and teaching methods are adjusted based on individual students' needs to meet the academic needs of those students (NCC, 1991). In essence, differentiation refers to the process of tailoring teaching to address a specific student's needs as well as the way he or she learns (VanTassel-Baska, 2012).
The first area of research related to the observed critical incident is the effect differentiation has on inclusivity in the classroom and the subsequent effect on the pupils.
Learning through inclusion is not a static process; it occurs at the interface between a school and a teacher, between a student and a peer, and between a student and their environment (Wang et al., 2014).
Several studies have shown that students have varying learning needs. Teachers should be prepared to accommodate these differences by adapting instructional methods to meet student’s needs (Bennett 2011; Reis and Renzulli 2010; Wiliam 2011). Researchers have shown that students learn better when instruction is tailored to their needs (Deunk et al. 2018; Tomlinson 2012; Valiandes, 2015; Smale-Jacobse et al. 2019), however, these studies include a variety of differentiation approaches, such as homogeneous ability grouping within and between classes, computerized adaptive instruction, individualised learning, and the effects ranged from no effect to moderately positive.
Adapting teaching to meet the individual strengths and needs of all students is a key component of the Department for Education (DfE) Teachers' Standards. Among these methods is the use of approaches that facilitate effective teaching of pupils, such as knowing when and how to differentiate appropriately (Department for Education, 2011).
Differentiating instructional content, process, and/or product can be a part of instructional adaptations (Tomlinson and Allan 2000). As such, teachers should engage in certain activities related to formative assessment to adapt instruction to the needs of their students (Gulikers et al., 2021; Eysink and Schildkamp, 2021), in addition to differentiated instruction (Prast et al. 2015; van Geel et al. 2019).
Inclusion has been widely proclaimed and has been interpreted in several ways, which has led to problems with its definition, general conceptualization, and implementation, as indicated by Berlach and Chambers (2011). An inclusive approach is one that understands, accepts, and values differences among learners and youths (Whitworth 1999, 4). When it comes to incorporating inclusion into a classroom, a teacher's ability is determined by the response he or she makes to individual differences during instruction, the grouping choice made, as well as how he or she applies expertise (Florian 2008 a and b). To ensure that all learners are motivated and able to showcase their talents and abilities, teachers must be informed of the inclusive policies that govern their practices (Taole, 2020).
Studies have indicated that a teacher's approach to the classroom and the way they teach have a significant impact on their students' learning (VanTassel-Baska, 2012).
Integrated education refers to a system that accommodates a wide range of students and provides differentiated instruction to meet the needs of those students. An imperative aspect of inclusion involves the implementation of revised policies, curricula, teaching, training, and legislation. A large part of the inclusive schooling movement for children here and abroad has been the theme of 'excellence for all children’ (Department for Education and Employment, 1997; Foreman and Arthur-Kelly, 2008).
Differentiation - teaching different things according to observed differences among students - is the most crucial word that ensures success in inclusive classroom practice. For inclusive education to take place, differentiated instruction must be provided (Kyriacou, 1997).
In their 1997 paper, Mcgarvey et al suggest that each learner is unique, thus necessitating differentiation in both teaching and assessing. It is imperative that teachers prepare curriculums, instruction methods, materials, and assessments based on their detailed knowledge of each student. It is their contention that by implementing this policy, all students will be offered a broad and balanced curriculum and motivated to accomplish their full potential in the curriculum because of success.
A 'broad, balanced, differentiated, and relevant school curriculum' was initially proposed in 1985 by the Department for Education and Science (DES, 1985, p.88). As a result of reducing the curriculum content, students with learning disabilities are likely to be at a significant disadvantage than their peers in terms of learning. The Matthew Effect in education can be seen in the following example: the rich get richer, and the poor get poorer (Stanovich, 1986).
A significant finding from classroom research has been found concerning the use of differentiated resources. Klinger & Vaughn (1999) have found that students themselves dislike the use of modified materials or the ease of tasks they receive (particularly older students). They can set themselves apart from the other students in the classroom by modifying resources or tasks to suit their needs (Westwood, 2001).
A flexible, accessible, and inclusive educational system will benefit learners in developing the knowledge, skills, and attributes that are necessary to fulfil their needs (Motitswe and Taole, 2016). A lack of a holistic approach to learning is a major cause of isolation, marginalization, and rejection among learners at school. Therefore, it is imperative to ensure learners are developed holistically and that their needs are met. This can be achieved through respecting and accommodating diversity in the classroom (Taole, 2020).
In its 2015 report, UNESCO acknowledges that multigrade teachers may experience challenges when implementing a curriculum that is intended for monograde classes. This is because they must adapt to varying levels of skill and interest among learners. All students should be given an equal opportunity to succeed, even though teachers must deal with learners from different backgrounds.
A common method of differentiation in primary education is the grouping of learners based on their homogeneous abilities within the class (Anderson and Algozzine, 2007; Chorzempa and Graham, 2006; George, 2005). As a context for tailoring instruction to the needs of students with academically diverse backgrounds, this organization tool can be useful. Over the past few decades, five systematic reviews and meta-analyses have been conducted on differentiation in primary education. These reviews and meta-analyses have been conducted by Kulik and Kulik (1984, 1992) and Lou et al. (1996). There has been a public academic dispute regarding Slavin's last review (Kulik, Kulik, and Bangert-Drowns, 1990; Slavin, 1990), demonstrating the connection between the researcher's decisions and the results of the review, particularly when fuzzy concepts such as differentiation are examined. A meta-analysis encompassing three of the five reviews (Kulik & Kulik, 1984; Lou et al., 1996) was also conducted by Steenbergen-Hu, Makel, and Olszewski-Kubilius (2016).
The second area of research in relation to the observed critical incident is the effect of seating plans in a classroom.
In the classroom environment, seating locations are determined by how students are seated (Fernandes, Huang, and Rinaldo, 2011).
Students are generally believed to be motivated, engaged, and willing to learn based on the seats they select in a classroom (Benedict and Hoag, 2004; Betoret and Artiga, 2004; Perkins and Wieman, 2005; Wannarka and Ruhl, 2008). It is pertinent to note that even though this belief has become anecdotal, extensive research has demonstrated that positioning within the classroom can influence student performance (Burda & Brooks, 1996; Holliman & Anderson, 1986; Perkins & Wieman, 2005).
There was a common theme that emerged from teacher responses regarding the variety of seating plans used. The levels of observed segregation were compared based on seating plan type to determine whether students' seating patterns are affected by seating plan type. Looking at all the classes together, four types of seating plans emerged. According to McKeown, Stringer, and Cairns (2016), these categories were: arranged alphabetically, by gender, by ability, and by a mixture of two or more of these categories.
Reflection, Evaluation, and next steps
Through the analysis and understanding of critical incidents, teachers can reflect on and adjust their pedagogical approaches and ideas as well as to evaluate the surrounding theoretical and educational literature as well. It is crucial that teachers evaluate their pedagogical approaches to build on the knowledge and experience they have gained over the years. As shown in the above literature review, teachers, practitioners, and people in the field use collated research and evidence to inform future decisions in their teaching and practice. Reflecting on the observed critical incident, while also referencing the above research into the topic, the next steps after the incident would be as follows. 
Historically, reflective practice has been an essential aspect of teacher education since John Dewey (1933). The concept gained new traction in the 1980s because of the work of Donald Schon (1983; 1987) and the school reform movement. Then reformers made the following argument: if students were to be reflective, independent thinkers, their teachers also needed to be capable of evaluating their own practices for effectiveness and joining their students, not as tellers but as builders of knowledge. (Lyons, 1998)
In general, there are a lot of misconceptions and misunderstandings surrounding the concept of evaluation. When we evaluate, we acquire information that can be used to assist in our decision-making processes. In general, evaluation processes require information about the situation being evaluated (Kizlik, 2012).
Firstly, since the critical incident observed was not of a negative nature and through further research, has been found to be beneficial in modern teaching practice, the next step would be continuing the tradition. Differentiation has many positive features with inclusion for mainstream and ALN pupils to be in the same classroom and yet have work tailored to specific abilities. To make sure of this, the researcher would continuously revise the ability groups, if that is how they are grouped, and make sure the pupils are in the correct ability sets. This would be made easier by using a traffic light system and self-assessment opportunities to find out how the pupils feel they are doing and how they find the work assigned to them. If the differentiation is not by groups but completely individualised, the researcher would do the same as if the pupils were in groups and check in with them incrementally through the term to assess the difficulty with which the pupils are completing their work.
In assessing how the critical incident could be improved, the researcher would highlight the need for justice in the classroom. While it is good that the teacher is giving more attention to the students who are in greater need of it, that can not be an excuse to neglect the students that appear to not need as much assistance. This comes back to the idea of the ongoing and controversial equity vs equality vs justice debate. 
To truly find the next steps; the researcher would need to find out how the technique of differentiation fits in the school as a whole and if it is an acceptable practice with the pupils that the researcher is teaching. As this is such a tailored technique, understanding the inner workings of the pupil’s education is a key factor. To be able to differentiate work to suit different ability children, one must know the children’s abilities first.
Lastly, the next steps concerning the pupil’s achievement rather than attainment are to not only differentiate the work set, but the goals and make them truly achievable for the individuals; tailoring them to be difficult enough to challenge them but also attainable.
Conclusion
To conclude, the various facets of this research assignment have allowed for a more comprehensive understanding of how to practice the best possible pedagogical standards within the classroom due to the many aspects covered in the assignment. As the key points of research relate to many of these areas of professional development for practitioners in Wales, the analysis and research in this assignment have a significant impact on understanding the importance and implementation of the Professional Standards for Teaching and Learning in Wales. 
Firstly, the way in which this assignment has created a link between the theory and practice for the researcher to witness, assess and evaluate first-hand has been crucial to developing an understanding and developing the Teaching Standards of ‘pedagogy’ through the research in the Welsh Governments (2021) Four Purposes from Graham Donaldson.
Also, the significance of starting the researcher’s journey of looking for critical incidents in a classroom and identifying and analysing them will stand the researcher in good stead as a teacher with their own pupils as it is such an important factor in the development, self-assessment, and reflective practice.
It is also worth noting that the assignment’s need for wider reading and research has impacts on the knowledge of the researcher as a valuable tool for professional development, ‘lifelong learning’, and understanding the significance of evaluating one’s own practice continuously. This process of inviting questions to be able to develop one’s practice cannot be underestimated. 
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