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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. 

 

An analysis of a critical incident is a pedagogical concept enhanced by Tripp (1993) that 

ensures the development of teaching practices through reflection and observation. Critical 

incidents are crucial in education as it allows for Tripp’s thinking strategies to commence; 

utilising reflective practice for successful classroom approaches. Along with Tripp, there are 

other significant perspectives that will be considered when aiding the course of reflection. In 

this case study there will be a varied outlook on a specific critical incident; offering reviews 

into the literature surrounding the learning areas and a reflection on how we can move the 

situation forward considering next steps in teaching. The use of research will resonate with 

professional bodies like Donaldson and Estyn who have influenced the new Welsh curriculum 

in its mission to increase standards, decrease attainment gaps and convey an education that 

projects ‘national pride and public confidence’ (Williams, K, 2017).  

 

For the purpose of this assignment the placement school will be referred to as School X and 

pupils as ‘A’ and ‘B’ accordingly to the BERA guidelines that state both institutes and bodies 

have the right of privacy ‘confidentiality and anonymity’ (BERA, 2018: 41). The critical incident 

was observed from ‘Class Z’ whom are a mixed ability group in key stage 3. School X, located 

in a Welsh town, is an English-medium secondary school educating mixed genders that range 

from eleven to eighteen years of age. School X had inspections from ESTYN from 1994-2017 

all reports have been consistently rated as good. School X is a ‘digital pioneer school’ (Estyn, 

2017) meaning that it is in partnership with the Welsh Government and other pioneered 

schools to enhance a Digital Competency Framework in education.  School X had a 95.2% 

attendance scoring and was placed in the green support category (Welsh Government, 2018). 

School X is above average for students with Additional Learning Needs (ALN) or who require 

Special Education Needs (SEN). It is also below the Welsh average when it comes to students 

receiving free school meals (Wales Online, 2018). It is significant to add that the critical 

incident occurred during a non-participant observation.  

. 

 

Methods used during pupil trails focus an observer’s attention on precise components of 

practice within the classroom. Ideally, an observation tool should ‘create a common vocabulary 
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for pursuing a shared vision of effective instruction’ (Kane, T.J. 2012: 4). This relates to the 

observation considered during this critical incident as effective instruction was crucial tool that 

could should be practised during teaching reflection. It was vital to use sociograms when 

observing potential incidents as it duplicated the situation for the observer when not in the 

classroom setting. The image provided from a sociogram enabled me to look at the structure 

of the class and evaluate the seating plan set in place by the teacher. During classroom 

observations field notes created by Fletcher and Wood were also used. These were essential 

as not only did they provide me with full verbal records of the critical incident, it also enabled 

me to note all aspects of the classroom environment due to the method being accessible. 

When observing the specific critical incident, the theories of Maria Montessori were 

considered. Montessori education states that teachers should silently observe without pre-

conceived ideas to understand the needs of the child (Montessori, 2016). A teacher should 

allow their children’s minds to be open for change, and Montessori suggests that they should 

be able to have responsibility to figure out amendments for themselves and this approach was 

considered. This aligns with the new curriculum that states learners should ‘take responsibility 

for their own affairs’ (Donaldson, 2015). It was observed that Pupil A was not given help from 

the teacher; this forwarded the idea that perhaps they were given the opportunity to navigate 

themselves through the issues of the task independently. By silently observing, the teacher 

perhaps avoided placing judgement on the learner, reinforcing Donaldson’s sentiments that 

young people’s emotional needs are of utmost importance (Donaldson, G. 2015). However, 

although silently observing pupils has effective practice behind it, the method goes against 

what is suggested by practitioners who follow Framework For Teaching (FFT) in classrooms.  

FFT is essentially built upon the teaching standards within the classroom. FFT is a vital 

component within observation as the framework ‘emphasizes the importance of teaching 

questioning’ (Kane, T.J. 2012: 4). The checking of understanding is a crucial tool in 

assessment for learning (AFL) and the learner can only develop their skills if a certain level of 

comprehension is in place. Significant elements of FFT that should be considered when 

observing critical incidents are classroom environments and instructions. According to 

Charlotte Danielson classroom environments should be measured when observing teacher-

student interactions, considering set seating plans and the communication between tutor-

tutee. This measurement was considered extensively as the classroom environment and the 

seating plans were a vital tool for Pupil A and effective practice was that was established by 

Danielson was very much apparent here. Secondly, the reflection of instruction should 

commence when viewing the teacher’s set of directions whether it be towards behaviour or 

task explanation (Danielson, C. 2010). 
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Communication in the classroom leads us onto the next observation model of ISTOF, this 

framework is more effective to this incident as Daniel Muijs explains we should show 

differentiation and inclusion in the classroom. Muijs conveys that ISTOF observation involves 

all students ‘in the lesson and the teacher takes student differences into account’ (Ofsted, 

2018: 17). ISTOF reinforces Donaldson’s recommendation that education should be inclusive, 

and that Pupil A is entitled to ‘responsiveness to the individual needs’ of their own learning 

(Donaldson, 2015). This method of differentiation can also be considered when discussing the 

observation instrument ICALT. When using the four-point scale during observations, it was 

noted that activating differentiation when meeting individual learning needs was at a level two, 

however other elements of ICALT observed during this critical incident were higher. The 

method of activating teaching methods could be considered at a level three due to the 

assumption that the teacher wanted Pupil A to think independently ‘about the topic’ (Ofsted, 

2018) rather than having full guidance from the more knowledgeable ‘other.’   

During the observation of the critical incident CLASS measures were considered and whilst 

Pupil A had clear difficulties when it came to the completion of the task, it was detected that 

the teacher had ‘clear rules and expectations that were consistently reinforced’ (Ofsted, 2018). 

This CLASS measurement, although effective for other pupils, was unsuccessful for this 

critical incident due to Pupil A’s little understanding. The critical incident perhaps would not 

exist if a CLASS measurement of ‘being proactive in anticipating difficulties’ (Ofsted, 2018: 13) 

were implemented. Reinforcing tasks is fine, but it was clear when observing that Pupil A 

required a different approach of instructing. It is stated that effective classroom practice should 

show teachers using ‘a variety of modalities to teach’ (Hamre, B. K. 2012) and during 

observation it was indicated that perhaps the teacher was not ‘proactive’ and as CLASS 

domains state in the Ofsted report, teachers who are prepared for their learners to face 

difficulties are those who follow the most effective classroom practice. In this critical incident’s 

regards, a proactive plan B explanation was essential. 

 

 

The critical incident surrounds Pupil A, who when observing appeared to have difficultly 

reading the examples given by the teacher on the whiteboard. Pupil A, who didn’t have a 

teaching assistant sat with them utilised support from peers around them. Pupil B enabled 

Pupil A to complete the set task. It is significant to note that no alternative explanation of the 

said task was given by the teacher. Students were simply given one explanation, one class-

involved demonstration and the examples provided on the whiteboard. 
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In Donaldson’s report on the new curriculum, a major focus is for education to become more 

inclusive. Teachers are required to ensure a child’s progress ‘regardless of any additional 

learning needs they may have’ (Donaldson, 2015: 54). Donaldson states that our children will 

be ambitious and capable learners who ‘set themselves high standards and seek and enjoy 

challenges’ (Donaldson, 2015: 29). However, in Pupil A’s case they did not receive the 

opportunity to enjoy the challenge of this task due to the teacher not differentiating their style 

when explaining the activity. Pupil A did however seek support from Pupil B reinforcing 

Donaldson’s statement that learners should be ethical and informed citizens. A major focus 

for Donaldson is the aspect that all learners need to take a responsibility for their own learning 

and Pupil A, although avoided seeking guidance from the teacher utilised an opportunity to 

learn from peers instead.  

Whilst Pupil A was observed to gain a sense of social responsibility when asking for help from 

Pupil B, Donaldson states that learners need to be healthy and confident individuals. When 

observing this class, it was evident they were a mixed ability group and Pupil A was less 

capable then most of their peers. When observing their written work further it was assumed 

that Pupil A had potential additional learning needs (ALN) but was however not guided by a 

teaching assistant. This meant that Pupil A did not ‘have the confidence to participate in 

performance (Donaldson, 2015: 30) due to their clear uncertainty of the task. Although they 

did eventually complete work due to the help from Pupil B, Pupil A was observed to participate 

in approximately ten minutes of the one-hour lesson and from an observation point of view the 

teacher appeared unaware of this.  

Despite the lack of teacher guidance, Pupil A still conforms to statements in Donaldson’s 

report of being an enterprising and creative individual as they were observed to ‘identify and 

grasp opportunities’ (Donaldson, 2015: 29). The individual saw that Pupil B had finished their 

task and, as shown in Figure 3 in appendices, took the opportunity to ask for help in a discreet 

manner. However, although this positive approach of peer to peer interaction and support was 

effective for Pupil A to complete their work, the lack of confidence the learner had to approach 

their teacher for help meant that they were unable to contribute to the learning of others making 

the peer tutoring purely one sided.  

 

Peer support in the classroom is a growing tool used to enhance the performance of learners. 

It is stated that a form of peer tutoring is an educational strategy used for enabling skills and 

this technique has a lengthy history in improving school achievement (Topping and Ehly, 

1998). In this literature review the exploration of peer tutoring will commence and how it 

resonates with areas such as mixed ability grouping and differentiation within the classroom 
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setting. Extensive research has caused controversy amongst education practitioners whom 

all produce highly contrasted opinions on such matters. Despite the controversy, research 

stated by the National Association of Secondary Principles show that children with lower 

abilities who are involved in the process of peer tutoring improve their ‘self-confidence, 

interpersonal skills and reading comprehension levels (Martino, L, 2010). The Welsh 

Government (2015) asked schools to implement a stronger sense of peer tutoring due to the 

advantages of gaining a higher responsibility in the classroom, however it is significant to note 

that the increase in accountability does not just occur on the tutor’s behalf, one can gain a 

sense of responsibility when asking for help from peers too. The relationship built from peer 

tutoring is a significant aspect to why this method is viewed as effective as the interaction 

between learner and learner is balanced and thus it is likely that a larger use of ‘open 

discussion about important concerns can arise (Cowie, H, 2000). Accordingly, to Donaldson’s 

recommendations, peer tutoring introduces a sense of social responsibility (Donaldson, 2015) 

as it increases interactions between children, subsequently making their learning process 

more rewarding on all parties involved (Goodland, S, 1989).  

Whilst this type of classroom interaction improves emotional intelligence and greater 

empathetic traits (Mercer, N and Mannion, J, 2018) it is argued that this type of tutoring slows 

down the learning process due to complex content needing to be introduced on tightly ordered 

time scales (Topping and Ehly, 1998). Research also shows that despite increased 

relationship building within the classroom, effective peer tutoring can only commence if 

specialised training is involved (Greenwood, 1995). Accurate explanations of content require 

a deep understanding from the tutor’s behalf and this type of training is time consuming. 

Following on from this time consumption, teachers would be required to monitor the learner-

tutor’s guidance to ensure it is correct and this consumption of time is not a demand if following 

teacher-led methods (Topping and Ehly, 1998). Commonly read across these pieces of 

literature, it is evident that peer tutoring is only suitable when used in a cross-ability classroom 

(Cowie, H, 2000). Assorted classroom research shows that ‘low-ability students learn more in 

heterogeneous groups rather than homogeneous groups’ (Saleh, 2005) suggesting that when 

in a classroom where all learners are around the same level ability, there is a lack of children 

who are able to tutor content that is not understood by peers.  

Mixed ability classes who experience this type of diversity can see an increase in their self-

esteem and motivation (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2002) and this aligns with what was 

suggested in a OECD report that learning does not commence first in the classroom (OECD, 

2013) summarising that teachers should be aware of their children’s emotions beforehand to 

allow the process of successful learning. The motivation and personal skills developed in 

mixed ability groups counterparts to Donaldson’s statements that the classroom environment 
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should allow pupils to experience a detailed focus on personal aspects like confidence and 

well-being (Donaldson, 2015). It can be contended that mixed ability classes are beneficial to 

those all that are involved. High-ability learners in these groupings learn skills like multi-tasking 

and whilst some researchers argue that people are not capable of multitasking and can, at 

best, switch quickly from one activity to another (Kirschner, P. 2013) learners who offer support 

to lower-ability peers whilst completing their own tasks gain a strong sense of responsibility 

and like said previously, experience a more rewarding learning process. Moreover, higher-

ability learners gain a sense of community and avoid the creation of negative labelling towards 

those with lower abilities (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2004). It is significant to note that 

negative labelling had an impact on Donaldson’s report, he states that schools must avoid 

assuming too much about one’s ability, going against traditional education of separating our 

learners into potentially superficial groups (Donaldson, 2015). Whilst heterogeneous grouping 

is effective in relationship building, it is questionable as to what learning achievements are 

higher-ability pupils gaining aside interaction? More capable students are in a way left to their 

own devices when completing tasks due to the teacher’s time and attention being consumed 

by those who experience a higher difficulty in that lesson (Paton, 2012). 

Following on from this, research also contends a contrasting approach suggesting that mixed 

ability groupings require the need for increased resources and the need for these resources 

to be carefully planned out in order to suit all capabilities in the classroom (Cohen, Manon and 

Morrison, 2004). Literature also suggests that assorted abilities in the classroom is important 

when introducing learning to different teaching styles (Cohen, Manon and Morrison, 2004). 

Differentiation that spurs from diverse abilities has caused controversy amongst researchers 

when faced with the question, should teachers consider their learner’s preferred style so we 

can facilitate their individual learning needs? (Kirschner, 2013) Researchers on students 

reveal several significant areas within the school environment where own preferences and 

learning styles affect classroom practices and behaviour (Kise, J. 2006). It is said that in every 

classroom, regardless if set upon similar abilities, all individual’s capabilities range even if it is 

just slightly. Teachers who create a sense of differentiation when teaching are ensuring all 

learners are understanding tasks based on their own personalised way of consuming 

information. In Successful Futures, the Welsh curriculum should make education accessible 

for its learners (Donaldson, 2015) and this can commence if learner’s individualised needs are 

met. Thus, leading on from this, teachers have a duty to enable learners with the best 

opportunities and by doing so creates an environment that is personal and equitable (Gerhson, 

M. 2013). During its initial stages into Wales’ large-school educational improvement, reviewers 

have stated that schools need to build on their performance, exclaiming that ‘a high proportion 

of low performers, and schools are unable to respond to all students' learning needs. 
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Strategies for differentiated teaching and formative assessment are underdeveloped’ (OECD, 

2014: 7). OECD is essentially stating that a challenge Wales must overcome is generating 

differentiation within our classrooms, children must receive individualised learning that suits 

their personal needs for this achievement to occur. Whilst there is extensive literature 

surrounding the benefits and gains to differentiation in the classroom, there are still 

practitioners who argue how does a teacher navigate through a classroom with an average of 

thirty pupils per lesson that all possess different preferred learning styles?  

Exploring your learners individual preferred way of learning is often a time-consuming method 

of measuring how someone learns effectively. In a review, seventy-one different learning 

styles were identified (Coffield et al.2004) and this challenging number creates complications 

around learning styles research. To accurately assign a style to an individual is time 

consuming and there is not enough evidence suggesting that these styles are correctly 

matched to a child (Kirschner, 2013). This suggests that tools designed for measuring a 

learner’s individualised style is both inaccurate and protracted. In addition to this, it is often 

the case that children will select a method of learning that is most convenient and easy for 

them rather than choosing a style that allows them to meet their full potential. A convenient 

way of learning goes against what Donaldson is striving towards; he states that teaching and 

learning should focus on creating a challenge for children and all learning should be a 

proactive experience to ensure individuals ‘thrive and succeed’ (Donaldson, 2015). 

There are extensive amounts of literature that both support and oppose the benefits of each 

area of learning discussed. Peer tutoring appears to be mostly beneficial to lower-ability 

students but there is limited research suggesting the same for higher-ability learners and 

likewise to what Donaldson recommends, Welsh education must be inclusive for all if success 

is going to happen (Donaldson, 2015). Donaldson also states that ‘a one-size-fits-all approach 

to learning will not meet this wide range of needs’ (Donaldson, 2015: 5). It is also evident that 

mixed ability grouping avoids negative labelling and creates a more community-like 

environment within the classroom, however when learners differ in their capabilities, 

differentiation must be considered for this type of education to be successful. Although 

everyone has an individual preferred way of learning, asking teachers to consider an average 

of thirty different learning styles per lesson is time consuming and inaccurate (Kirschner, 

2013). Whilst Donaldson recommends that all three of these areas of learning must be built 

upon, research suggests that one must weigh up the advantages and disadvantages in order 

to create a sustainable and effective approach to learning.  
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‘Reflective practice is a process of inquiry involving practitioners in trying to discover, and 

research, the assumptions that frame how they work’ (Brookfield, S. 1998: 197). When 

reflecting on this critical incident a significant part of my focus was on the peer support 

provided in the classroom. When considering next steps in teaching I would ensure that a 

social constructivist approach was taken. For example, Pupil A is to be placed next to a similar 

character to Pupil B who evidently does not mind peer supporting and to ensure this continuity 

I would follow a seating plan within lessons. This creates a controversial idea as although the 

crucial disadvantages to mixed ability group as discussed in the literature review, peer support 

was vital in this critical incident, and the only way Pupil A’s learning happened was because 

of the higher abilities of Pupil B. Not only would this ensure Pupil’s A achievement in learning, 

it would also enhance social and confidence skills. In addition to this, peer tutoring can only 

occur if the teacher allows their pupils to have a discussion during task time and by using Lev 

Vygotsky’s theory of social interaction that learners should be given the opportunity for 

frequent interaction. Furthermore, this social contact is vital in developing intellect (Rogoff, B. 

1999) and was a crucial component of Pupil A’s learning.  

I would also consider using devices such as key word mats, offering Pupil A the word, it’s 

definition and an image conveying this. This would allow learners to independently source 

information for themselves and can avoid the negative labelling of asking for teacher guidance 

especially when in a mixed ability environment. Visual literacy considers cognitive processes 

that enhance a learner’s meaning-making and this way of discovering develops problem 

solving, analytical, reflective, critical and creative skills (Rowsell,J., McLean, C. and Hamilton, 

M., 2012). By considering this reflective approach it can be suggested that Donaldson’s 

pedagogical principle of blended teaching is also taking place. Devices like key word mats can 

implement independent learning and thus incorporates engagement into scaffolding learning 

(Donaldson, 2015). This method of reflective practice can avoid the risks that lie in direct 

teaching being caricatured as didactic’ (Donaldson, 2015: 65). 

Differentiation is significant when teaching learners with mixed abilities and a next step to be 

considered when dealing with an incident like this is to format alternative routes when 

explaining a task. I would ensure that I was ‘proactive in anticipating difficulties’ (Ofsted, 2018) 

and would have at least three alternative ways of instruction to guarantee that the task was 

accessible to all different types of learners. It is significant to note that Pupil A’s reading 

comprehension skills were very limited and as shown in Figure 7 in appendices, I would ensure 

that they had a teaching assistant sat with them. Although this method may create negative 

labelling, it will however develop Pupil A’s confidence in knowing the task and work. Allowing 

that one to one support would give teachers an insight ‘of what is happening to people as they 

grapple with the difficult, threatening, and exhilarating process of learning constitutes 
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educators’ primary information’ (Brookfield, S. 1998: 197). This creates a sense of empathy 

towards the learner and is a significant focus in ‘Critically Reflective Lens 2: Our Learners’ 

Eyes’ which suggests that putting ourselves into our learner’s shoes is an important part in 

identifying next steps in teaching.   

Furthermore, a different method that could have benefited this critical incident is simply a 

checking of understanding. Once the teacher gave the class the instruction and explanation 

of task, the method of questioning and wait-time to check for understanding would have been 

effective in ensuring that Pupil A had some sort of comprehension of the task. AFL can be 

implemented further here, if Pupil A did not want to make it known that they were struggling 

the teacher could have instructed a traffic light system to find out who had little understanding. 

By simply asking learners to draw a lane, either red for no understanding, orange for some 

understanding and green for full comprehension Pupil A could have discreetly made their 

difficulties known to the teacher without their peers’ awareness.  

 

To summarise, this case study explores literature that discusses and debates the practice of 

peer tutoring. Whilst this form of teaching, according to evidence, is beneficial to both the 

learner and tutor, the notion that this can only occur in a mixed ability group has created 

controversy amongst practitioners. Professional standards of teaching allow me to identify the 

importance of reflection and how it can ‘support practitioners to identify areas for further 

professional development (Welsh Government, 2019). The critical analysis of this incident has 

enabled the full use of consideration, aligning with Donaldson’s Review that the curriculum 

should reflect and promote purposes (Donaldson, 2015). To conclude, from research 

sustained during this case study there is more evidence to suggest that peer tutoring, mixed 

ability grouping and differentiation are all effective contributors to a successful classroom and 

likewise to what Donaldson states, the utilising of peers in lessons create a safe environment 

which encourages the articulating and testing of new learning (Donaldson, 2015). 
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Appendices: 

Figure 1. 
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Figure 2. 
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Figure 3. 
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Figure 4. 
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Figure 5. 
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Figure 6. 
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Figure 7. 
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Figure 8. 
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