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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. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



ECAD6007  Student Number: 1903687 
 

 

Page 2 
 

An incident is simply a discrete or obvious incident until it becomes evaluated. Once an 

incident has been evaluated, the positive and negative factors surrounding said incident 

should be examined along with the impact of those factors. Critical incidents’ play an 

important role with regards to the context of reflective practice in teaching. If incidents are 

not evaluated and looked at from all angles, we will not learn how to implement effective 

teaching strategies into our practice (Pollard, 2019:75-101). As a teacher, one must be able 

to identify which critical incidents are positive and which critical incidents are negative, then 

know how to move forward from such critical incidents. 

  

This assignment will discuss four critical incidents that have been extracted from official 

classroom observations. Figure 7, a positive critical incident, will be the prime focus. The 

specific observation models utilised will be evaluated and justified. The four purposes of 

Successful Futures will be discussed and linked, where relevant, to figure 7 and other 

surrounding critical incidents. A literature review embodying the chosen critical incident will 

present areas that have been researched, these areas of research will also correlate or 

contrast with figures, 3,5 and 9. Naturally the assignment will progress onto an evaluation 

and reflection, suggestions for next steps will be identified, along with an account of both 

personal and professional areas of progression this assignment has provided. A summary of 

the approaches taken towards the chosen critical incident will present itself, along with an 

appendix providing evidence of all critical incidents as well as models and frameworks which 

have been referred to throughout this assignment. 

  

The critical incidents discussed throughout this essay are all based in one mainstream high 

school that is located in the Cardiff area of Wales. The mainstream high school currently has 

around 1,700 pupils on role, the majority of pupils have English as an Additional Language 

(Fitzalan High School, 2019:1). All critical incidents discussed have stemmed from official 

observations of classes at both key stage 3 and key stage 4. The majority of these classes 

were mixed ability and all of the classes were mixed gender. Specifically, the field notes and 

Assisted Reflective Conclusions Model (see figures 1 – 9), will show a year 8 math class, 

year 9 math class, year 9 PE class, year 9 RE class and year 11 GCSE business class. 

Some of these classes had either or both a More Able and Talented student and student 

with an Additional Learning Need. 
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The focused critical incident throughout this essay is surrounding a year 9 PE class where 

one More Able and Talented pupil and one pupil with an Additional Learning Need had been 

placed in the same work group together intentionally by their teacher. The prime focus 

throughout the observation day was the More Able and Talented pupil in particular, who will 

be referred to as ‘pupil X’ throughout this assignment in order to keep animosity of the pupil. 

The pupil with an Additional Learning Need will be referred to as ‘pupil Y’ to keep animosity 

also. Pupils were unaware what the prime focus of this observation was, which enabled all 

observing to be carried out with no change in behaviour from pupil ‘X’ and ‘Y’. 

 

 A critical incident can be either positive or negative. Tripp makes this clear by using the 

example of inexperienced teachers and their approach to classroom management compared 

to experienced teachers and their approach to classroom management. Tripp examining this 

is concocting a potential critical incident with regards to classroom management. Tripp will 

evaluate just how different or similar, both inexperienced and experienced teachers’ 

approaches to classroom management could be. The impact of both teacher’s strategies 

should be considered here. (Tripp, 1993, p3:6). In order to notice and later identify an 

incident as critical, one must observe to begin with. Observation models used for the official 

classroom observations are discussed below. 

 

 

During the observation in which figure 7 occurred two methods of observation were being 

carried out: 1) non-participant observation and 2) systematic observation. Methods of 

observation are highly useful research tools, especially in an educational setting as they can 

be “context sensitive and ecologically valid”, there is information and data that can only be 

collected once classroom observation has been carried out (Coleman and Briggs, 2002:176; 

Denscombe 1998:156).  

 

Non-participant observation includes primarily gathering information from simply observing 

the subjects without participating in the lesson that is being observed. One prime benefit to 

this method of observation is: the quality of data collected, considering that the focus is 

constantly on the observation at hand. This will prove that data collected will be richly 

detailed and reliable (Haynes and Hayes O'Brien, 2000:241). For figure 7 the critical incident 

of how pupil ‘X’ and ‘Y’ interacted with one another would not necessarily have been noticed 

had participant observation not been implemented. This proves that non-participant 
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observation enables the observer to notice discreet moments in a lesson that might be 

critical. Many potential critical incidents could have been overlooked, had participant 

observation been implemented. It is understood that non-participant observation could 

present opportunity for missed information or misinterpretation of events, if other 

responsibilities presented themselves. This could create distraction from the focal point of 

the observation (Cargan, 2007:154). Taking what Cargan says into account, for figure 7 it 

was thought to be vital that this model of observation was carried out, as all behaviours and 

potential critical incidents could be noticed due to the imperative and prioritised non-

participant observation model. 

 

Systematic observation involves specification of specific actions and behaviours that are to 

be investigated and observed in order to form conclusions on these specific actions and 

behaviours (American Psychological Association, 2018:1; Ary, Cheser Jacobs and 

Sorensen, 2009:219). This observation model proved to be not only beneficial but also vital 

when assessing the behaviours of pupil ‘X’ and ‘Y’ as it helped gather “contextually rich data” 

(McKenzie and Van Der Mars, 2015), with regards to the activities pupils were taking part in 

and their attitudes towards this. For example; assumptions that a More Able and Talented 

and Additional Learning Need student would not work well together was assessed and 

dismissed, but also deemed case specific. Pupil ‘X’ and ‘Y’ worked noticeably well together 

however, grouping a More Able and Talented student and an Additional Learning Need 

student will not necessarily always be a success. The most prominent disadvantage of 

systematic observation is that it can be time costly due to the amount of time spent 

observing (Ary, Cheser Jacobs and Sorensen, 2009:219). In this specific case time was not 

a disadvantage to the overall observation and consequently was the right form of 

observation for this PE lesson. Having an agenda for what to observe prior to carrying out a 

lesson observation worked particularly well in a physical activity lesson setting because 

pupils are moving around a lot, there is visually a lot to focus on. Therefore, the information 

intended to be gathered by the end of the lesson did not go amiss and remained the focal 

point for this specific observation. 

 

Figure 3 was not obvious and could have been either negative or positive, in this specific 

lesson with these specific pupils, the incident was positive. The teacher had split the class 

into three groups and intentionally placed pupil ‘X’ a More Able and Talented pupil in the 

same group as pupil ‘Y’ a pupil with an Additional Learning Need (it is important to note that 

the Additional Learning Need of pupil ‘Y’ was not disclosed). It was decided that this incident 
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would be focused upon and critically analysed because the theory behind extreme mixed 

ability grouping is very case specific and could work immensely but could also fail, 

depending on numerous factors such as: the specific ALN of the pupil, do the pupils know 

one another well enough to help each other, is the MAT pupil MAT in PE or not,  the list 

could go on. 

 

Figure 10 features a detailed outline of the four purposes that Professor Donaldson believes 

should be implemented into pupils’ lives today, it is of his belief also that school education 

should enable students to build upon these four purposes and end their school careers 

inhabiting, “being ready to learn throughout their lives”, “ready to play a full part in life and 

work”, “ready to lead fulfilling lives as valued members of society” and “ready to be citizens 

of Wales and the world” (Donaldson, 2015:33). 

 

The focus of the lesson in which figure 7 occurred was to develop students’ transferrable 

and leadership skills, through the medium of physical tasks. This enabled pupils to inhabit 

and build upon characteristics of “healthy confident individuals” (Donaldson, 2015:33). The 

task was for each student to take a turn to be the leader of their group, the leader would 

decide upon a physical task that everybody in the group had to take part in. For example; 

one group leader had their group in a square, kicking a football to their peer next to them 

and then running around the group, each group member would repeat this action. This task 

enabled students to think and act like “enterprising creative contributors” (Donaldson, 

2015:33) as they were encouraged to take risks in their decision making and reflect upon 

how they could be effective leaders. The teacher would use direct questioning to provoke 

thought from pupils of what they felt went well and what they might do differently next time.  

 

As outlined above the 2 purposes of Successful Futures that correlate hugely with figure 7 

are “healthy confident individuals” and “enterprising creative contributors” (Donaldson, 

2015:33). Each pupil was challenged with the role of being the leader, this enabled pupil ‘X’ 

and ‘Y’ to develop effective leadership and people skills. Pupil ‘X’ and ‘Y’ hopefully learnt the 

importance of helping others to benefit from their own energy that they gave off throughout 

the group task, along with the many challenges being a leader can present. Pupil ‘X’ and ‘Y’ 

demonstrated characteristics of both purposes talked about as the lesson progressed. 

“Healthy confident individuals” (Donaldson, 2015:33) are being moulded as pupil ‘Y’ was 

noticeably more confident in this lesson than in any other lesson throughout the day. Pupil 
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‘X’ might have also learnt to be more empathetic as not all pupils will grasp concepts at the 

same pace. As this was group work pupil ‘X’ and ‘Y’ had the opportunity to work positively 

together and harbour a mutual trust and respect for one another, which they did 

successfully. 

 

Throughout analysing figure 7, certain areas to research have been brought to light that 

could enable a more in depth understanding of figure 7. One area of interest was that pupil 

‘X’, a More Able and Talented pupil was also a disruptive pupil, this presented many 

questions of why and how a More Able and Talented pupil can be a main disruptor in the 

classroom setting. Secondary research into disruptive behaviour in the classroom and how 

teachers carry out behaviour management for disruptive pupils in the classroom was then 

undertaken. It was noticed that in every lesson pupil ‘X’ was in, all teachers had sat pupil ‘X’ 

at the front of the classroom. Was this a behaviour management technique specific to pupil 

‘X’ or was this a universally used behaviour management technique, that if disruptive pupils 

are sat at the front of the classroom, they will no longer be as disruptive as if they were sat at 

the back of the classroom. Whilst researching into disruptive behaviour in the classroom 

Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory (please see figure 12) has presented itself to 

be of high importance, as it demonstrates that there are countless factors that can influence 

a young person’s behaviour and attitude towards learning (Bronfenbrenner, 1979:3-7), 

Bronfenbrenner’s theory will be concluded later on. 

 

In their book Effective Classroom Management, A Teacher’s guide, Smith and Laslett 

compare effective classroom management to a game of chess. An experienced teacher 

should know which moves will be successful and which moves could cause ‘checkmate’. 

Smith and Laslett make it clear that teachers and students should not be considered 

opponents (Smith and Laslett, 2002:8-9). This comparison provoked the thought that had 

these experienced teachers ensured that pupil ‘X’ will still feel comfortable sat at the front of 

the class, whilst also implementing effective behaviour management techniques. Pupil ‘X’ 

displayed a comfort at the front of the classroom, this demonstrated that pupil ‘X’ did not feel 

as though the teachers were opponents working against pupil ‘X’. Figure 3 aligns with this 

theory also as the teacher implemented differentiation in the tasks that pupils were set, this 

was viewed as a possible behaviour management strategy. This strategy enabled pupils who 

excelled in the subject to keep busy and not become disruptive as a result of completing 

tasks early and becoming bored (National Council for Curriculum and Assessment, 2007:52-

53). The teacher might have however, caused the feeling of anxiety for some pupils as the 
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booklet might have overwhelmed them and this could have created disruptions or 

withdrawals from unexpected pupils in the classroom, presenting another area to conquer 

with regards to behaviour management.  

 

Bloom’s revised taxonomy (please see figure 11) could prove to be a successful framework 

when attempting to differentiate tasks for pupils as it will outline educational objectives pupils 

should be able to achieve. Highlighting to an experienced teacher which pupil is at what 

stage on Bloom’s Taxonomy (Moseley, 2005:41; Paideia, 2018:1; National Council for 

Curriculum and Assessment, 2007:56). Bloom’s Taxonomy would prove to be a helpful 

strategy to use for the lessons in which figure 7 and 9 occurred. The teacher could have 

known where on Bloom’s scale pupil ‘X’ and ‘Y’ were, this difference might have persuaded 

the teacher to place both pupils in a group together. It cannot be assumed what the 

teacher’s main motivation for doing this was however it definitely could have impacted pupil 

behaviour and possibly pupil progress, both either in a positive or negative manner. The 

teacher who used lollipop sticks as a questioning method in figure 9 might have had an 

agenda with regards to Bloom’s Taxonomy specific to each student. For example; the 

experienced teacher will have known what section of Bloom’s Taxonomy would be the right 

level of challenge for each pupil when asking them questions, such as, a question that would 

require an answer with analysis. Presenting this challenge to students could act as a solution 

for controlling bad behaviour in the classroom.  

 

  M, A. Education describes the four main reasons for disruptive behaviour in the classroom, 

two of those reasons relate back to the challenging behaviour presented in figures 3,5 and 7. 

These two factors are that pupils might simply be bored, or they could be stuck on the work 

they have been given (M, A. Education, 2013:1). Figure 5 was that pupils talked amongst 

themselves and did not appear to complete the set task when the teacher was not observing 

them. The reason for this disruptive behaviour could very well have been because the pupils 

were bored or stuck on their work but did not wish to ask for help. Figures 3 and 7 parallel to 

figure 5, the pupils might have felt the same. One contrasting factor to consider is that 

reasoning for disruptive behaviour should not be limited to specific factors, as also outlined 

by Bronfenbrenner (figure 12) earlier on. The importance of this presented itself in figure 3 

as pupil ‘X’ and ‘Y’ might not have worked together for reasons other than being bored or 

stuck on the set task. These many factors bring us onto another area for research that is, the 

strengths and weaknesses of More Able and Talented pupils and pupils with Additional 

Learning Needs working together (the strengths and weaknesses of mixed ability groupings). 
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One prime strength of mixed ability groupings’ including More Able and Talented pupils and 

pupils with an Additional Learning Need would be that it enforces Donaldson’s four purposes 

of Successful Futures (Welsh Government, 2015:4) (please see figure 10). Mixed ability 

groupings will enable pupils to learn from and help one another not only about the subject at 

hand but also everyday knowledge and facts, as many pupils will come from mixed socio-

economic backgrounds and cultures. In figure 7, one pupil in this class might have an 

excellent sports background and be grouped with one pupil who has a negative “fixed 

mindset” (Dwek, 2017) about sport. This presents opportunity to learn from one another and 

change “fixed mindsets” into “growth mindsets” (Dwek, 2017) across all subject settings. 

Mixed ability grouping presents opportunity for pupils to inhabit the four purposes of 

Successful Futures.  

 

In contrast to this, mixed ability groupings might not enable all pupils to excel, for example; in 

figure 7, the More Able and Talented pupil might have felt that no new knowledge was taken 

away from that lesson as more time could have been spent helping the pupil with an 

Additional Learning Need, this issue has prominent links to the first area of research also as, 

the More Able and Talented pupil could become disruptive if he or she becomes bored and 

frustrated. The pupil with an Additional Learning Need might have felt out of depth being 

grouped with a More Able and Talented pupil and as a result suffered low self-esteem and 

possible signs of withdrawal. The pupil with an Additional Learning Need could also become 

disruptive as a result, creating a differentiation issue for the teacher as it becomes difficult to 

cater to each pupil’s ability if they cannot work effectively together but also for themselves. 

There are also many demographical differences that the teacher will need to take into 

consideration (Ireson and Hallam, 2001:1-2). Contrary to this, mixed ability grouping can 

boost students’ motivation to achieve their true potential as, studies show that many 

teachers of low ability classes will have lower expectations of their pupils, thus these pupils 

do not excel. Many teachers of high ability classes will have higher expectations of their 

class and these pupils will excel (Johnston and Markle, 1983:28-29). 

 

Mixed ability groupings are popular across forms of higher education and key stage 5 as 

subjects become more specialised. The school in which I have observed had 91% of their 

pupils achieve an A* - C grade for at least 2 A Level subjects and 100% of pupils achieve A* 

- E grade for at least 2 A Level subjects (Fitzalan High School, 2018:1). These statistics 
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prove that young people can succeed in mixed ability groupings. A Level content requires a 

great depth of subject knowledge and in enabling pupils of all abilities to study together 

could help some achieve higher grades and more importantly show more progress than if 

they were grouped by ability. This ethos was demonstrated whilst observing figure 9, which 

consisted of a year 11, mixed ability GCSE business class (despite this class being key 

stage 4, it had the same format of a key stage 5 class). The classroom had a safe culture 

and pupils were actively engaged in helping one another throughout the lesson. This also 

made the teacher’s job easier as not every pupil required the teacher’s individual attention, it 

allowed the pace of the lesson to continue. Estyn also strive to support the curriculum reform 

in Wales and “encourage creativity and innovation” (Estyn, 2017:1). It could be argued that 

mixed ability groupings do not contribute towards achieving what the Donaldson report 

outlines, however it is evident throughout researching this issue that mixed ability grouping 

encourages and enforces the culture that Donaldson and Estyn are striving to achieve. 

 

In contrast, grouping by ability can be seen to be effective in secondary school, Robert, E. 

Slavin argues that grouping by ability can maintain and encourage interest for More Able and 

Talented pupils as they will not get bored by a slow paced lesson because the teacher is 

helping a pupil with a possible Additional Learning Need. Pupils might also feel safer in a 

class whereby they know their peers are of the same ability (Slavin, 1990:473). This strategy 

will also have a positive effect on disruptive behaviour from the More Able and Talented 

pupils although, it could cause the More Able and Talented pupils to become even more 

disruptive and conduct a ‘can’t be bothered’ attitude to learning because the teacher might 

end up spending more time dealing with disruptive pupils than delivering the lesson. This 

same issue happened in figure 5, whereby pupils did not complete the set task, instead they 

talked amongst themselves. It is evident that the above argument could be made for pupils 

of either higher or lower ability grouped classes. 

 

I had chosen to focus specifically on a More Able and Talented pupil being grouped with a 

pupil who had an Additional Learning Need. I found that my interest laid with all factors that 

could affect the success of this controversial strategy. My initial thoughts are still present in 

that extreme mixed ability groupings could work in one classroom setting but the same 

cannot be said for the next. I have understood the conflicts that mixed ability grouping can 

harbour and also explored the benefits to ability-based grouping, my conclusion will become 

apparent. The success of mixing More Able and Talented pupils and pupils with Additional 

Learning Need falls solely on the teacher’s knowledge of the pupils themselves and is highly 
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case specific. This strategy of mixed ability grouping for certain subjects being enforced 

alongside striving towards the four purposes talked about in Successful Futures arguably, 

could be the pinnacle point for education today.  

 

The main criticism that research into figure 7 and also figures 3, 5 and 9 has shown is the 

issue with behaviour management in mixed ability groupings. The issue for figure 7 appears 

to be the unpredictability of More Able and Talented pupils if they are not given enough 

work, however it could simply be in their nature to be disruptive or could be a result of their 

nurture, which opens a whole other realm of research. Pupils with Additional Learning Needs 

can also be difficult to manage depending on their nature and nurture as well, but also their 

specific Additional Learning Need. Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory (figure 12) 

could be analysed when managing all pupils in mixed ability or ability grouping, this would 

enable myself to understand pupil behaviour in depth as the theory explores all influences 

that are apparent to the pupil, as well as how these influences can impact their behaviour 

and attitude towards learning. Bloom’s Taxonomy (figure 11) also presented itself as a 

sound solution to managing behaviour in the classroom and could help teachers’ 

successfully implement differentiation strategies in their teaching and tasks. 

 

Suggestions for next steps are difficult to pinpoint as the teacher in figure 7 strategized 

successfully in this instance. One suggested next step in terms of research would be to 

acknowledge that extreme mixed ability grouping might not always be suitable, neither might 

grouping by ability.  My research findings have concluded that both mixed ability grouping 

and grouping by ability each have positive and negative attributes. I feel that I have 

developed my own opinion on how to implement mixed ability grouping successfully in the 

classroom going forward, through critically analysing and researching in depth around 

extreme mixed ability grouping. I strongly believe that my understanding of pupils’ ability to 

learn from each other has increased and this newfound understanding has taught me not to 

underestimate the effectiveness of frameworks when teaching mixed ability groups in the 

future, such as: Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory and Bloom’s Taxonomy.  

 

Throughout all official observations an Assisted Reflective Conclusions Model (ARC) (please 

see figures 1, 3, 4, 6 and 8) was conducted for each lesson in which a critical incident 

presented itself. The reason for following this model was to analyse each critical incident and 

provoke thinking around the critical incident, this resulted in both personal and professional 
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progression as I was able to reflect upon what I myself would do to respond to the critical 

incidents included in my appendix. I also progressed with my analytical skills and the 

importance of great attention to detail, in a classroom setting. I felt the use of reflection 

models was vital to explore a critical incident in the classroom and enabled me to highlight 

areas for research surrounding each critical incident. ARC sheets will also be useful in the 

reflection process of my own teaching practice in the future.  

 

As the reflective practitioner, the approach that I have chosen has been undertaking primary 

research though conducting official observations at a Cardiff based high school in order to 

identify potential critical incidents in the classroom. All thoughts and feelings about these 

observations were recorded in my own personal field notes (please see figures 2, 4, 6 and 

8). An ARC sheet for each lesson in which a potential critical incident presented itself was 

then produced (please see figures 3, 5, 7 and 9). My approach was then to identify areas of 

research for my chosen critical incident, in order to successfully analyse and research 

around my critical incident. I found it paramount to undertake wider reading of academic 

literature when carrying out my secondary research. Once all of the above was carried out I 

deemed it vital to reflect upon my findings. I strongly believe that reflection is a vital factor for 

personal and professional improvement both in the teaching profession and our personal 

lives.  

 

The Professional Standards for Teaching and Leadership consist of five values and 

dispositions; 1) pedagogy 2) leadership 3) professional learning 4) innovation 5) 

collaboration (Education Wales, 2018:1-2). Upon reflection it has come to my attention that 

my approach has linked to pedagogy as I have exercised how important the four purposes 

are in order for learners to achieve their true potential. I have also demonstrated 

collaboration as I have vocalised that strategies implemented by teachers should be focused 

around the pupil, this reinforces just how vital it is to ensure effective learning is taking place. 

Professional learning has presented itself throughout this assignment as I believe my 

research has shown that there is always knowledge to be extended. It is of my 

understanding that implementing all five of the standards in my future teaching will enable 

me to be the best teacher I can be.  
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Appendix   

 

Figure 1: Assistive Reflections Conclusions Model 
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Figure 2: Field notes for lesson 1 
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Figure 3: ARC sheet for lesson 1 
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Figure 4: Field notes for lesson 2 
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Figure 5: ARC sheet for lesson 2 
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Figure 6: Field notes for lesson 3 
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Figure 7: ARC sheet for lesson 3  
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Figure 8: Field notes for lesson 4 
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Figure 9: ARC sheet for lesson 4 
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Figure 10: Donaldson’s Four Purposes of Successful Futures  
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Figure 11: Bloom’s Taxonomy 
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Figure 12: Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory 
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