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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.
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When an event is interpreted as significant and a value judgment is made based on the event, this is viewed as a critical incident (CI) (Tripp, 2011). David Tripp (2012) explains that a CI is any event which can create a turning point in teaching where practitioners reflect on their own practice which often leads them to alter their approaches/models of teaching. This is because CI’s look at an incident that occurs and take it out of its immediate context to explore its wider and deeper effect on the learner/learner's. The overall aim of this essay is to evaluate and identify the next teaching and learning steps I would pursue in future practice, based upon the CI I observed, and what theory, research and different methods which have been discovered. Therefore, this essay will consist of discussion, evaluation, theories and literature that relate to a CI incident I observed of a learner who appeared disengaged in a year four primary school classroom.
In the CI I observed there were 30 learners of mixed ability present, alongside the class teacher and teaching assistant (TA). The class teacher delivered a verbal explanation on the topic area, alongside photographs that linked to the topic. The teacher proceeded then to provide the whole class with verbal instructions regarding the task they would be completing over the course of the afternoon. The teacher then asked for a raise of hands for those who understood the task, a young girl (Child B) did not raise her hand therefore the teacher repeated the instructions, then the class were told to begin the task, which they proceeded to. After the lesson had continued for half an hour, child B appeared distracted and disengaged. The learner’s disengagement went unnoticed by the class teacher and TA, therefore she did not complete the task by the end of the lesson, whereas the other learners work was completed/almost completed. As a result of this, the disengagement of the individual learner is the CI. 
Within this work, the question is raised on the reasoning behind why the learner became disengaged, alongside possible reasons and future solutions. The main body of focus throughout this essay relates to aspects of scaffolding, whether from extra resources to relate to throughout the task, a more knowledgeable other (MKO), or peers during group work, as well as noting the importance of autonomous group work
Literature
[bookmark: _Int_HNZnt20W][bookmark: _Int_Il6VMtLb]The Cognitive Load Theory (CLT) put forward by Sweller (1988) is a theoretical framework which focuses on how information is processed and understood through cognition structure (Paas, Renkl, and Sweller, 2003). The CLT focuses on the working memory (and short-term memory), and suggests that when learners are overloaded with information, teaching may become ineffective, or learners may miss aspects of information. The reason for this, suggested by Sweller (1988), is that learners best process and accommodate smaller amounts of information/instructions at one given time, to result in enhanced understanding and learning as the working memory has a limited capacity (Society for Education & Training, 2023). This theoretical framework can relate to the CI and a provide possible cause to child B’s disengagement during the task. As child B asked for the task instructions to be repeated, it can be suggested that she had not processed the information in an effective way, therefore couldn’t accommodate it.  Opposing to this, child B portrayed an understanding on the task following the instructions being repeated yet contributed inaccurately to these instructions as she began viewing images, not researching facts and done this independently. This can suggest that the information may have been misinterpreted or not fully understood as a result of extraneous cognitive load, as the information may have been presented as “over-complicated” from child B’s perspective. Although the cognitive load theory cannot always account for individual differences between learners. Individual learning styles play a big role in children’s learning as when these differences are met, the learner can process information in their own unique way and improve in learning performance (Riding, 2009). Following this, it is suggested by Plass, Moreno, and Brünken (2010, p. 65) that to avoid cognitive load (CL) being over stimulated, it is important to recognise that each learner may experience CL in different formats, as a result of individual differences. For example, some learners may require and understand visually presented information more so than oral, and when these individual learning styles are not met, the learners may experience the effects of CLT, which may have been the cause of child B’s disengagement in the CI.
The implementation of Pair work for the task may connect to the CI, as it may have created conflict, role confusion, or social dynamics. For example, learners may have had conflict on which animal was chosen, who decided on a given role, or possible social conflicts outside of the classroom impacting upon their partnership. Opposing to pair work, group work research has found that learner’s achievement can be positively influenced through engaging in group work, and these achievements rely on educators' commitment to implementing regular group work, and the skills to do so (Kutnick, Ota, and Berdondini, 2008). Research by Turner and Payne, (2007) found that small groups work more effectively than large groups. This can relate to the CI as there was a partnership, not group work, and there may have been a lack of communication, or a possible conflict which resulted in child B becoming disengaged. These sources differ as one suggests that group work is effective when implemented accordingly, while the other suggests that it’s effective is a result of the learners' attitudes. As the CI partnership seemed ineffective, this may be due to factors discussed previously. Although research has found that smaller groups work more beneficial to learning than larger groups, small group work may not be an appropriate approach in some classrooms and/or for some learners. In contrast group learning, such as working with the whole table, not partnership, may be an approach to consider, which will be further discussed.
The Self-Determination Theory (SDT) may be a basis of child B’s disengagement and relate back to the suggestion of group work. The SDT focuses on how forms of motivation influence learner’s academic outcome (Ryan and Deci, 2022), in this case, focusing on engagement.  Studies have shown that when learners have a sense of autonomy in their learning, they work more collaboratively with peers (Hu and Zhang, 2017), as well as autonomous motivation driving learners to engage more in their own learning (Leon., Nunez and Liew, 2015). Though it’s been suggested that when teachers support autonomous learning, self-determination may rise, it’s also important to note that the success of such approaches depends on both the teacher and the learner's motivation and cooperation.
The SDT may relate to the CI as child B may have thrived more in group work, rather than pair work, as it may have allowed for higher autonomy. For example, learners would find their own information, images, and create their own fact sheet, while having the choice of sharing such ideas. This approach would have made the activity of a group topic, but autonomous approach. Research has shown that once teachers learn how to be autonomously supportive, this can create student, teacher and classroom benefits. This can be seen through learners adopting more curious, open and flexible approaches to their education, possibly as they feel they have more control over their education, and positively build on their independent skills in learning and engagement (Reeve and Cheon, 2021). 
As a coherent whole, the discovered literature and theories have shown that learner's education can be affected by many aspects, both positive and negative. The body of literature here places emphasis on the importance of learner’s not being overwhelmed with information to avoid confusion (CL), as well as the importance of giving them a sense of autonomy within their learning when appropriate to encourage self-engagement. Moving on from theories and literature, the next step in this essay discusses the critical incident observed, and the next teaching and learning steps that may be beneficial to adopt in the future, based upon the observed CI and discovered research. 
Case Study
The CI is of a learner (Child B) who appeared distracted and disengaged with the activity in which the whole class was contributing effectively. During the CI, learners were present in a mainstream primary school, in year four where children aged between eight and nine. In the classroom there were 30 pupils in total, 13 boys and 17 girls of mixed abilities (none of which were identified with additional learning needs) (ALN). There was one class teacher (CT), and one teaching assistant (TA). The CI was the first lesson following lunch break. The lesson was “Topic” which at the time was based on “Blue Planet” and consisted of the learners being taught about what was in the ocean, and its importance and function to society. As all the learners came into the classroom the class teacher and TA were present, this was at one o'clock. A picture of the ocean was on the board while the learners came into the classroom. Whilst they were coming in, they appeared to be boisterous and unruly, yet they all appeared to know what was expected of them as they all sat in their chairs and settled down quickly and seemed ready to start the lesson. Once all learners were settled and quiet, the lesson began at five past one. The teacher began by asking the learners what they thought the topic of the lesson was. Some learners raised their hands and responded, while others listened. The whole class seemed engaged, and not distracted at this time. The CT moved on to show images of different sea animals, which all learners seemed intrigued by and then moved on to explain the importance of some animals in the ocean and how they contribute to the world. Different animals in the oceans were visually shown on the board and were named whilst doing so. Following the images on the board and verbal description of animals, the CT verbally explained the task to the learners. The learners were told that they would be working with the person next to them and use their Chrome Books to research information about a sea animal of their agreed choice, and then create a written individual fact sheet in their topic books. The learners were told that they could find their own image they would like to draw, after they had finished working in pairs to find research. This was the end of the instructions, and the CT asked for a raise of hands on who understood the task, here Child B raised her hand. The CT verbally explained the task again, in which child B responded by nodding her head. Here it could've been assumed that child B was overstimulated and had reached her cognitive load, therefore couldn’t accommodate the information which was being provided (Plass, Moreno, and Brünken (2010, p. 65). The learners then proceeded to get their chrome books and start the task. Child B and child A were in a partnership, but child B began to look at images first, not research information. Child A asked child B to contribute to research, but instead she continued to be distracted by images. At around half past one, child B got out of her chair and began walking around the classroom and looking at her peer's work. The TA was working on organising the new display board and noticed child B walking around and asked her to return to her seat, which she did, but then began swinging on her chair and gazing out of the window. Child B continued to look at images, swing on her chair, or gaze out the window for the remainder of the lesson, thus showing disengagement to the whole task. The lesson ended at two o'clock, before the learners went out for break. At this point, child B had still not attempted to look for research, and was still looking at images, therefore had not completed the task, unlike her peers who had either finished, or almost finished. 
Teaching and Learning Methods
Research shows that it is important to recognise learners’ individual differences in the classroom, as it can allow for inclusivity within, and allow learners to broaden their education while becoming educated through a wide range of approaches. Meeting these differences can be achieved by making minor adjustments of teaching approaches. Such adjustments may be using both a ‘What A Good One Looks Like’ (WAGOLL) for the visual representations and written/oral for instructions. During my future practice, I would choose to adopt a WAGOLL for each group of learners where possible, which can allow them to visualise and grasp what is expected of them while keeping access throughout the task if they needed to refer to it. Providing a WAGOLL can support children in recognising the expected key features of the task, create authentic context for learning, and support the gap between instruction and application (Structural Learning, 2022) whilst improving learning, without new teaching.  Although, meeting the differences between learners can be difficult as studies have found that when learners are in a heterogeneous classroom, those of higher ability hold higher attainment than those of lower ability (Bolvier and Munsech, 2021). In the aim to avoid attainment differences between abilities, I may implement higher aspects of scaffolding for the learners who are of lower ability. Vygotsky put forward that the learners who do not understand a given task, can attain higher through the scaffolding of a ‘More Knowledgeable Other’ (MKO). The ‘Zone of Proximal Development’ (ZPD) is the difference between what children currently know, and what they can achieve through the scaffolding of the MKO. Research has shown that scaffolding learners can build upon their inquiry and performance in education, possibly through gaining deeper understanding of information, which can allow for future success and independence (Simons and Klein, 2006). Although Van De Pol and Volman et al.(2015) contrasts to the idea of gaining independence through scaffolding as they found that when higher scaffolding levels were present for those of lower ability, the ability and time taken to work independently was lower, and that those who were of higher ability and had less scaffolding, showed higher in achievement and task effort. This can suggest that a MKO may need to be present with learners of lower ability, but to guide independence and achievement, as learners may be relying on the MKO to give a step by step on how to successfully complete the task, instead of gaining independence and knowledge. Opposing this, an MKO could be peers, rather than for example a TA, as previously discussed research found that learners engage with, and can learn effectively from peers' support. 
According to Baines et al.(2017) group work holds positivity to learners in areas such as learning and conceptual development, holistic achievement, engagement, oracy development and motivation. During the CI observed, these positive effects did not appear to be occurring. Therefore, when adopting future teaching methods, I may consider redesigning the task. For this I may incorporate the use of laptops when creating a fact sheet (as well as finding images and facts), as this can allow for extended skills in digital competence work also. Through this, the children could also contribute to their fact sheet (through sharing documents on Google Classrooms), and all achieve digital skills alongside literacy, language and communication, also supporting learners in becoming creative contributors. In addition to this, I may place different animal's names on paper and place in a hat, then randomly assign each table with an animal, which could create reduced conflict and disagreements. As this can create an autonomous approach to a task, but all have the same success criteria to meet. 
Combining findings from group work effectiveness and cognitive load, it may be an effective teaching method to lessen the amount of information given to learners. For example, in future practice I may ask learners to do one task first (in the CI the children would collect information), and then move onto the next task once the first is complete (in CI case, create the fact sheet). This is because of cognitive overload, mentioned previously, and how the working memory is a gateway to enter long term memory, and children must first accommodate and understand information in the working memory before storing it long term to avoid the overload. From this, by allowing learners to complete one task, before possibly overloading them with the following tasks, this can allow them to understand and become engaged with peers and education (Cowan, 2013). As well as this, group work has been found to result in higher attainment outcomes than independent/partnership learning (Gillies, 2003). Therefore, I would provide one topic area to each table and allow them to work in a group how they see fit, instead of partnerships. This way learners can work collaboratively towards a joint success criterion, in which they may share ideas, findings and approaches, which can encourage group work, minus pressure and conflict. This approach can also avoid teaching complications if there's an odd number of learners in the classroom. This approach can also allow learners to build new knowledge from peers through scaffolding, through supporting one another, and allow for the discovery of new approaches in resolving problems, whilst encouraging well-being through socialisation. By implementing this autonomy-supported group learning approach, learners have been found to have higher engagement in their education, skill development and performance (Cheon, Reeve, and Vansteenkiste, 2020). Although, the level of learner self-determination autonomy can be difficult to achieve if teachers are of a more controlling nature, and do not provide much choice or topic aims (Niemeic and Ryan, 2009). Therefore, it’s important in teaching methods to develop own sense of autonomy, in aid to support and guide learners in their autonomy. It's important to implement autonomy for learners' engagement and self-determination levels. Although such approaches can only be effective if teachers first gain their own autonomy, professional autonomy, leading to teaching autonomy (Kimura et al., 2022). 
Discussion
Based on the CI observed, it was recognised that a child appeared disengaged, possibly due to misunderstanding of task, and lack of autonomy due to pair work. As the child first required the instructions to be repeated, this could show signs of cognitive load as the working memory may have been overloaded The child wandered around looking at her peer's work, which could be a sign of seeking inspiration and gaining more understanding of the task, as well as swinging on hair chair and looking out the window, a sign of disengagement. There are a range of teaching and learning methods worldwide, as discovered, yet the importance of meeting individual learning needs through these methods is an important factor to consider in fostering a classroom of inclusivity when forming future pedagogical choices. 
Throughout this essay, multiple approaches in teaching and learning methods have been found to hold positive effects for learners. For example, providing children with different forms of examples (WAGOLL) and instructions (verbal, visual etc.), can aid meeting individual differences in learning and understanding. Also, step by step learning can be effective as it gives learners the chance to accommodate and understand smaller chunks of information, for working memory to understand the context of information being delivered.  Following this, group work has been found to be positively influential to children's learning and social skills, through expanding and communicating ideas from peers, whilst also peer scaffolding. Also, the autonomy of group work can promote learners to become self-determined as they have the freedom in approaching a task in a way of their choice. For those learners who appear to be lower in autonomy, group work and variety of approaches in meeting individual needs can show learners that they are trusted, and their education is valued, as their needs are recognised and supported, in turn encouraging self-motivation. 
[bookmark: _Int_SdrG81gX]Regarding my future pedagogical choices and from reflecting on learning and observation, I may adopt a constructivist approach with an input of cognitivism. A constructivist approach may be adopted as research has found that learners work well in building on their own knowledge through autonomy education, peer interaction and can encourage creative learning. A cognitivism approach due to findings that children are all unique and learn in different ways, and it is important for them to accommodate knowledge in their individual way in order for it to be processed and understood. This can be supported through forms of scaffolding, delivery of material, and approaches to learning. As a whole, my approach to teaching would be a ‘choice within boundaries’ where applicable and would be adopted appropriately based on the classroom environment, as not every child is the same and not every classroom is the same. I recongise the individuality and differences between learners and environments, therefore the methods of teaching I adopt will depend on these features. 
Conclusion and Recommendations
[bookmark: _Int_nVPNOu0u]In the context of the CI, adopting group work instead of pair work may have been beneficial, as the class was of mixed ability therefore child A may have been of higher ability than child B, possibly causing child B to become disengaged as she may not have understood the task, and confused on what child A was doing. On the other hand, the pair work may not have been efficient as child A started the task in order, and child B skipped to looking at photographs, and did not work in a partnership approach. Therefore, if group work was implemented instead, child B may have felt more comfortable and self-determined through the support of other peers, and they may have been able to scaffold her learning through the task. Also, in the context of CI a WAGOLL may have been efficient to avoid cognitive overload, and meet possible different learning styles, as well as encourage autonomy through providing guidance, not instruction, allowing for learners own approach. 
The research and findings of others, as well as my observation, has developed my understanding of individuality within the classroom, which has guided me further into the ‘no one size fits all’ approach to education and my belief that educators and settings should cater to individual differences to the best to their ability to ensure all learner’s reach their full potential and gain sense of autonomy.
Taking this approach forward, autonomy can be reached through larger peer interaction groups, rather than pair work (Leon., Nunez and Liew, 2015), therefore setting a table with a given area of work. Plus, that by taking this approach forward, frequent group work has been found to enhance engagement, and higher achievement outcomes, when educators commit to such practices and implement them effectively (Kutnick, Ota, and Berdondini, 2008).As within the CI, it’s difficult to account for child B as she was the only one to raise her hand for not understanding the task, while the of the class seemed to understand, it is still important to focus on every learner. As during the CI there seemed to be a one size fits all approach, but in future teaching would still choose to provide smaller tasks, bit by bit, and adopt multiple methods and approaches tin doing so, as this can enhance on learners' current knowledge, whilst also aid learners who need extra guidance (Society for Education & Training, 2023). By doing so, I would be aiding individual learning styles, allowing autonomy during tasks, and implementing the positive effects of group work. By implementing the teaching methods discussed, this can support and guide learners in becoming enterprising, creative contributors and ambitious, capable learners (Welsh Government, 2021).
[bookmark: _Int_xNGvmo7H]In light of what has been discussed, literature, theory and practice clearly show that positive teaching and learning can be delivered through multiple approaches and that these approaches work in some situations and for some learners, but not one size fits all. On the whole, knowing the environment, and knowing each student's ability, is a great contributor to the approaches in which educators adopt to guide learners in reaching their full potential. Therefore, knowing and understanding these areas can support teachers in planning the best possible practice that suits and supports all involved. 
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