Part 2: Critical Reflection

‘Tell me and I forget. Teach me and I remember. Involve me and I learn’.
(Confucius, unknown)


As a result of weekly reflections on my practice and by focusing on the Welsh Government (2019) Professional Standards for Teaching and Leadership recorded in my Professional Learning Passport, I have chosen to focus in greater detail on the role and importance of active learning within the classroom, which is covered by a number of pedagogy standards, as will be discussed. An area for improvement in my own practice is to be more innovative in my lesson planning and to make full use of an active learning approach so that the classroom is an engaging and ultimately productive learning environment. I have observed and carried out a number of active learning techniques such as role play, problem solving tasks, enhanced and continuous provision activities, but feel it is important to know what makes this approach beneficial and how I could purposefully plan for this in my own lessons. Personal engagement with learning theory and the current literature on best practice in this area has been undertaken, with the specific purpose of improving the quality of my practice. I intend to implement these strategies in my next PTE placement and my future classroom and in doing so, contribute to ‘effective and sustained professional development’ (Donaldson, 2015, p.80). There are many facets of learning in an active way including through physically active lessons, or concentrating on developing active listening techniques, but for the purposes of this assignment we will focus primarily on active engagement in lessons within the classroom.

Grigg (2010, p.101) states that ‘active learning is effectively learning by doing’ and is built upon constructivist principles. Piaget’s (1977) constructivist theory tells us that knowledge is based on contextual experiences; it ‘involves the active construction of meaning by the learner’ (Michael, 2006, p.159) based on what is already known, and the construction and subsequent assimilation of new information (Bruner, 2004).

Additionally, Dale’s (1969) Cone of Experience suggests that whilst learners remember only 10% of what they read and just 20% of what they hear, they will recall 90% of what they do (Dale, 1969). Hands-on experiential tasks can therefore be utilised to great effect in the classroom to aid retention of information in a meaningful and relevant way. However, Kirschner et al. (2006, p.76) state ‘minimally guided instruction is less effective and less efficient than instructional approaches that place a strong emphasis on guidance of the student learning process.’ Additionally, the Sutton Trust (2014, p.23) states ‘if teachers want them [pupils] to learn new ideas, knowledge or methods they need to teach them directly’. Donaldson (2015) recognises both of these approaches and suggests that ‘it implies the need for a broad repertoire of teaching and learning experiences that reflect the curriculum purposes’ (Donaldson, 2015, p.65). Teachers need to be experienced at providing these learning opportunities for their pupils in a way that will benefit them directly. Subsequently, through their research, Coe et al. (2020) identified four priorities for effective teachers. To:
1. understand the content they are teaching and how it is learnt.
2. create a supportive environment for learning.
3. manage the classroom to maximise the opportunity to learn.
4. present content, activities and interactions that activate their students’ thinking.
(Coe et al., 2020, p.5)

Furthermore, the Curriculum for Wales Framework (2020) informed by Donaldson’s (2015) Successful Futures sets out the four purposes of the new curriculum in Wales and states that students ‘should be supported to become active participants in the learning process’ (WG, 2020, p.31). Teachers are guided in their practice by the twelve pedagogical principles which include ‘creating authentic contexts for learning, promoting problem solving and creative thinking, and encouraging collaboration’ (Donaldson, 2015, p.64).

Collaboration plays an important role in active learning, as ‘meaningful learning is facilitated by articulating explanations’ (Michael, 2006, p.162) and Vygotsky’s (1934) theory of social collaboration notes that learning is most productive when carried out with others; ‘what a child can do in cooperation today, he can do alone tomorrow’ (Vygotsky, in Palmer and Dolya, 2004, p.36). It should be noted that whilst some pupils love the freedom of contributing their own ideas, this can be a scary prospect for others. A useful strategy in this circumstance could be to use a think-pair-share technique so that learners can share their thoughts with a partner without having to formulate answers on the spot in front of the whole class. This allows time to formulate what they want to say, and for those who may not have any prior experience or knowledge of a subject, listening to another person’s point of view can generate new ideas or ways of thinking. For those who may not be confident in speaking out in a crowd, this partner work allows them to voice their opinion in a safe way. Working in small groups can also raise confidence allowing pupils to learn from each other and encourages engagement. It has however been stated by the Welsh Government (2010, p.7) that ‘teachers are reluctant to use small group discussion in the classroom because they think it may lead to a lack of focus on the task’. The Education Endowment Foundation (EEF) acknowledges that collaboration is important, but they highlight that activities need to be well structured for the individual learners and support and practice given to aid effective collaboration (EEF, 2021). This is where the teacher needs to be skilled in knowing their pupils.

The classroom environment is complicated with many inextricably linked variables. This is  partly due to the large number of pupils, each with their own personality, experiences and knowledge: everyone will start at a different point having had different influences in their lives. It is important that all pupils, regardless of ability, are able to access the learning activities, and that they are ‘actively involved in their own learning’ (Knowles, 2011, p.8). A strategy that can be used to increase pupil voice in the learning process is EPIC (everyone planning in class) where all pupils are able to contribute to what topic they would like to learn about, and generate ideas of activities that interest them. This allows for a degree of autonomy and a feeling of ownership of the task resulting in better engagement (Ko, 2013). It is thought that pupils will be more engaged if they see the point or relevance of something. Coe et al. (2020) suggest that teachers should ‘present content, activities and interactions that activate their students’ thinking’ (Coe et al, 2020, p.5) and that activities should be tailored to the purpose of the lessons and provide pupils with choice and suitable challenge.
Lessons need to be planned for by teachers who know the pupils best, where they are in their learning, and what the next steps will be to aid progression. The activities also need to be authentic and have relevance for the learners (WG, 2010); ‘engaging learning experiences, foster high standards of pupil behaviour’ (Estyn, 2020, p.31) and in doing so can be used to manage the learning environment. Selection of pedagogy is guided by formative assessment of individuals, and driven by the four purposes of the curriculum that children and young people develop as: 
· Ambitious, capable learners: are building up a body of knowledge and have the skills to connect and apply that knowledge in different contexts.
· Enterprising, creative contributors: think creatively to re-frame and solve problems.
· Ethical, informed citizens: find, evaluate and use evidence in forming views.
· Healthy, confident individuals: are building their mental and emotional well-being by developing confidence, resilience and empathy.
(Donaldson, 2015, p.29).

Assessment for learning (AfL) strategies are in themselves active forms of learning, for example, using an exemplar or success criteria is an active way of engaging with a task and can be used by the teacher to assess for understanding; tasks can then be differentiated, or information scaffolded accordingly. By using these techniques learners are able to reflect on their learning and apply this to future learning (WAG, 2010, p.20). This metacognition allows for life-long learning skills to be developed and higher order thinking skills (Bloom, 1956; 2001) and self-regulation (Hattie, 2009) to be established over time.
It is also important to note that active learning can still be a productive learning experience even using an online blended learning approach, provided that the experiences are relevant. Using technology to deliver lessons during school closures has allowed exploration of new ways of providing interactive tasks such as post-it note boards, interactive quizzes, recording work for whole class access and feedback videos. Furthermore, interactive opportunities such as Minecraft Education, museums, art galleries, sports clubs and music classes mean that the possibilities are numerous and relevant to real-life.
Conclusion
I have used Kolb’s (1984) Reflective Cycle (appendix ??) to reflect on my PTE 1 practice in light of the academic literature that I have subsequently reviewed, which has led me to consider how I will implement an active learning approach within my future classroom.  

importance of effective and sustained professional development (Donaldson, 2015, p.80)
This research will change my practice in that I will purposefully plan lessons to incorporate rich, engaging and relevant experiences that match the learning aims for my future pupils, to provide an inclusive high-quality education. But ‘becoming a great teacher requires more than just practising isolated techniques’ (Coe et al., 2020, p.55) and so whilst further techniques will also be needed, the ultimate aim is to put them in to practice. This will involve actively seeking out numerous examples of good practice and adapting them for use for my individual learners in my next placement and beyond. The PGCE is the first step of my learning journey in teaching; I will continue to adapt and learn over time by trying things out, reflecting on what works and what can be improved or investigated further, and evidencing this throughout my NQT year and my whole career. I also intend to make the most of future opportunities for continued development such as lesson study research, to include attention to other areas of the pedagogical principles. The Welsh Government (2019) stipulates that 'the teacher consistently extends knowledge, skills and understanding… to progressively develop pedagogy’ (WG, 2019, p.16).

I will also be aware of the power of pupil voice in my own class, especially the different needs of individuals and continue to embrace a blended learning approach, where the focus is quality teaching and continual informed improvement of both the learners and my own practice as Cottrell (2008, p.1) states: ‘a reflective, active, self-evaluating approach to learning develops deeper understanding in the long term’.
The Foundation Phase Framework (Welsh Government, 2015), ‘sets out to provide an experiential, active approach to learning. It emphasises the importance of the child being at the centre of all learning and the significance of children’s wellbeing’. 
