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The critical evaluation from reflecting on an incident in the classroom helps to enhance teachers’ professional growth to better understand their strengths and weaknesses as an educator. According to Tripp (2012), a critical incident becomes critical only through explaining what happened and why it occurred. Analysing and evaluating a critical incident is important because it helps to develop a greater understanding of effective teaching practices and improve the learning environment created by the teacher for the students, in response to reflecting on their practice. In turn, this improves the learning experience of the pupil by engaging them in a diverse and stimulating lesson. Thus, through examining a critical incident which took place, this essay will analyse the benefits of group work during lessons. It can be argued that through collaboration and interaction, students become more engaged in learning, productivity is increased and overall participation encourages the development of creative and innovative ideas. Teacher participation, and acting as a mentor during a lesson, leads to increased encouragement of learning and enhances students’ motivation and confidence. In doing so, it can be argued that teachers create a supportive environment for learning, and ultimately better progress will be made in students’ learning. Through evaluating these strategies, this essay will conclude on the identification of the next steps in my teaching practice, and how their adoption will lead to the overall development of my professional growth and understanding of how to fully engage pupils in their learning. 

	The role of critical reflection is integral to developing teacher practice in helping to question built-in beliefs regarding the best pedagogical strategies. Joshi (2018) argued that teachers need to continuingly reflect on and evaluate their work, and self-criticise to improve their long-term professional development. The reflective process is considered imperative in becoming a more critically aware teacher as it instils the idea that being reflective is a continuous cycle to fulfilling professional development. Gibbs’ Reflective model is an important cycle which helps teachers to reflect, looking at six stages that help develop teaching practice, involving the description of an experience, the feelings towards it, evaluation, analysis, conclusion and an action plan (The University of Edinburgh, 2020). This enables teachers to gain advanced and varying insights into their disciplines and helps students improve their academic progress. This can be supported by Shandomo (2010), who argued that teachers who self-examine and evaluate their teaching practices regularly engage in the development of their professional knowledge. By reflecting on teaching techniques, we are able to better understand what makes it easier for pupils to learn in lessons. Therefore, to successfully manage the roles of teachers, critical reflection must be a continued technique which the only way effective practice can develop throughout our careers. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]	Arguably, the developing role of a teacher, following the Initial Teacher Education (ITE) reforms that are taking place in Wales currently, focus on teachers as active participants in students’ learning. This leads to a greater sense of professional awareness, and the role of a teacher as a facilitator of learning can only be achieved when they undertake self-reflection to improve the way they teach. John Furlong sets out the new ITE reforms in Wales and places significant importance on the development that teachers in Wales need to become active agents during this period of change (Furlong et al., 2021).  Furthermore, the current reforms in education in Wales will change the way students learn and give teachers greater freedom to best decide how their pupils will learn (Welsh Government, 2020). Reflection will play a major role for teachers as set out in the new professional standards, highlighted in certain areas such as ‘Collaboration’, under ‘Working with in-school colleagues’: “Reflection on developing expertise is structured as a personal or a collaborative process.” (Welsh Government, 2017, p.43) Moreover, in ‘Professional Learning’, under ‘Continuing Professional Learning’: “…ongoing critical reflection and learning of the teacher and is developmental in prompting further professional growth.” (Welsh Government, 2017, p.51) To support this, in the ‘Curriculum for Wales Guidance’ by carrying out the 12 new pedagogical principles, practitioners need to, “…be reflective and seek to engage in ongoing professional learning.” (Welsh Government, 2020, p.51) Therefore, for teachers to fulfil their role as facilitators of learning they need to be constantly reflecting, engaging with the new professional standards, and critical of their teaching to ensure that their pupils are gaining the maximum benefit from their learning experiences.

	In accordance with BERA guidelines, “The confidential and anonymous treatment of participants data is considered the norm for the conduct of research.” (BERA, 2018, p.21) The institution I attended is described as “a further education college with over 4,000 full time and 4,000 part time learners across Swansea and neighbouring counties… The college offers a curriculum from pre-entry level to higher education level. It is the largest provider of A-Levels in Swansea.” (Estyn, 2018, p.1) When their report was published, a quarter of the institution’s pupils came from some of, “the most deprived areas in Swansea, as characterised by the Welsh index of multiple deprivation.” (Estyn, 2018, p.1) The institution attained a “Good” level for their current performance, and overall, Estyn concluded that, “the college offers good value for money.” (Estyn, 2018, p.1) The incident I am critically evaluating was in an AS History lesson, during the first period, and pupils were learning about significant rebellions and protests against Tudor Monarchs. It was a small class of approximately 20 students who were generally quiet and well behaved. The class was divided into groups to debate the threat posed by the Pilgrimage of Grace for Henry VIII and his monarchy.   

	My critical incident took place during the main task in the lesson when students had to consider the significance of a rebellion against Henry VIII. The teacher instructed them to create worksheets in their groups, as points of comparison with further rebellions. The worksheets included sections with points explaining why the rebellion was a threat, points justifying why it was not a threat and the last section evaluating whether the Pilgrimage of Grace was considered overall a serious rebellion against the Tudor monarch. The teacher went around the groups and checked their answers, asking them to add further details and posing further questions for thought. By the end of the task, each group fed back to the class and, as each group shared the points they had considered, everyone added the additional information to their own worksheets, which allowed the pupils to continuously analyse and evaluate their answers. Each group built up a case to enable them to write an essay on the significance of the rebellion for Henry VIII by the end of the lesson. This acted as a useful revision tool for analysing and evaluating further rebellions that the class would go on to study for comparison. This experience was extremely insightful as the pupils, in groups, explored ideas, had input from teacher participation and shared their interpretations with the class so everyone had a detailed evaluation of this topic for revision. It can be argued that this critical incident is linked to the purpose of ‘creating an ambitious, capable learner.’ (Donaldson, 2015, p.29) It focuses on the idea of creating a learner who can collaborate, benefit from teacher input, and be able to present back to the class while also expanding their own work. This can be supported by the further statement about learners who are, “building up a body of knowledge and have the skills to connect and apply that knowledge in different contexts.” (Donaldson, 2015, p.29) By being able to examine and analyse the information the pupils already had regarding the rebellion, they could apply that knowledge to demonstrate skills of its use to create an argument from differing perspectives having weighed up the factors, which they then repeat in learning about further protests. It can be suggested that this critical incident supports learners who, “can explain the ideas and concepts they are learning about… evaluate critically what they find.” (Donaldson, 2015, p.29) This played a significant role in my critical incident as the whole task encouraged the pupils to analyse ideas and engage in a more detailed evaluation of their points enabled by the teacher further. Consequently, I will explore the benefits of group work in the classroom, how it engenders collaboration, critical thinking and innovation for an improved learning experience. As well as the benefits of teacher participation in the classroom, how this increases learner engagement in their work and ultimately, how teachers act as mentors and facilitators of learning, offering support in the development of their pupils’ academic learning. 

	A variety of skills are being engaged by group work as a pedagogical strategy, such as collaboration, innovation, critical thinking and the improvement of social interaction. These are skills that enhance learning and are progressively desirable in future employment. This can be supported by Lavy (2017), who suggested that skills relating to group work are increasing advantageous in careers such as medicine, business and the military. It can be argued that the benefits of group work in the classroom provide the opportunity for pupils to not only develop their learning, but to expand important skills which are necessary for future career prospects. Furthermore, Vaca et al. (2011) recognised the benefits of group work in terms of increasing pupils’ collaborative skills and argued that it motivates students’ participation and engagement with the task.  It can be suggested that by utilizing group work as a pedagogical strategy, pupils engage collaboratively and are better able to share interpretations and solve complex problems compared with individual learning. Similarly, Bloom (2010) advocates the idea that when pupils feel comfortable and are encouraged to collaborate, they are more likely to fully engage in the activity and openly discuss their ideas. This encourages collaboration as groups can act as a support network of which they can ask questions thereby becoming more active in their own learning. Moreover, in being collaborative, pupils are able to engage with their work more critically. Sutton et al. (2005) argued that by creating a diverse range of interpretations, students in groups are able to understand a topic in greater depth compared with a basic level of understanding when pupils cannot critically engage with their peers’ opinions. This improves students’ abilities to engage in a higher-level of thinking. Ultimately, pupils are learning from each other, and as a result, the benefits of collaboration enhance interaction and increase critical thinking. 
The idea of pupils learning from each other comes from Vygotsky and his theory of socio-constructivism which places an important emphasis on pupils interacting with each other to enhance their learning experience. (Huang, 2021) This can be supported by ‘Mind in Society’, wherein it states, “…learning awakens a variety of internal developmental processes that are able to operate only when the child is interacting with people in his environment and in cooperation with his peers.” (Vygotsky, 1979, p.90) This highlights the idea that by collaborating, students are in a better position to share ideas and develop deeper understandings, which is essential in critical thinking. Consequently, group work exposes learners to a variety of thinking processes which engages them in a higher-level of cognitive development. Additionally, by using group work in the classroom, students enhance their creativity and become more active learners. Paulus and Nijstad (2003) argued that through sharing ideas, students stimulate creative and innovative interpretations. This is an important aspect of groupwork, as it not only represents pupil creativity, but also the ability to express individuality and incorporate diverse ideas into their own work. This can be supported by Allen (2012), who argued that group work serves as an anchor for creativity by sharing, discussing and challenging traditional ideas and allows students to expand their level of analysis and evaluation. Arguably, group work enables learners to embrace different ideas and consequently facilitate creative and innovative learning. Similarly, Forslund Frykedal and Hammar Chiriac (2018) argued that creativity improved students’ ability to explore perspectives as they have in-depth discussions and challenge concepts while creating new ones. As a result, group work provides pupils the ability to enhance their level of thinking through becoming more actively involved in the thought processes involved in examining and developing differing interpretations. 
 Conversely, despite group work activities being considered an essential aspect of a lesson, some theorists argue that it can negatively impact learning. This can be supported by Kyprianidou et al. (2012) who argued that a number of students feel anxious when engaging in collaborative activities which ultimately affects their productivity. A student’s lack of social skills can significantly impact their ability to be active in and learn from group discussion which negatively affects the creativity of their work. Janssen et al. (2010) also suggested that when a group produces work which does not fulfil the goals and reach expectations of the teacher, it is probably because students have struggled to interact. It is at this stage that group work becomes unproductive for both the learners and the teacher as the task will result in a lack of insight that a valuable discussion would have engendered. Anxiety plays a significant role in the disadvantages of using group work to enhance a learning experience, as pupils will be unable to fully contribute to ideas being examined and the end product the task will lack the necessary higher-level of thinking needed to improve ideas. Nevertheless, group work is considered an extremely useful and productive pedagogical tool in improving pupils’ learning experiences. It motivates the collaboration of ideas between peers and stimulates critical thinking through enhanced creative thought and innovative perspectives.

Teacher participation in classroom activities plays a significant part in enhancing the learning experience for pupils because teachers can become involved in promoting critical thinking by asking students thought-provoking questions and challenging typical interpretations. This can be supported by Gillies (2007), who argued that teachers act as a mentor when they engage in a facilitating role resulting in successful outcomes in the tasks that they set. Arguably, this improvement in learners’ output takes place when teachers facilitate learning because it encourages students to break down ideas and form new ones. Moreover, Reeve (2006) argued that being an active member of student’s learning increases motivation and innovation in pupils and suggested that teachers and students should communicate with each other to guide them in developing a higher-level of thinking. Arguably, this method increases the meaningful time that students spend developing their knowledge and understanding, and as a result, supportive teachers act as a facilitator of learning who positively impacts on a student’s academic progress. This can be supported by Marsh (2013), who similarly agreed that when teachers move into a position corresponding to learners, they are able to reflect on their own practices, identify how students struggle to understand and how they would most benefit. Therefore, the benefits of teacher participation in the class are paramount to the development of student understanding and thinking as teachers are able to gauge the students’ abilities during a task and are consequently, able to guide and adjust or tailor the work to maximise the learning experience. 
Additionally, the benefits of a teacher as a mentor who facilitates learning allows students the opportunities to increase their confidence and to interact more with their peers and their own learning techniques. Skott (2013) argued that when a teacher contributes significantly to classroom activities, they transform the learning process as their influence and engagement encourages discussion and debate across the classroom. This can be supported by a document titled, ‘Learning and Teaching Pedagogy’, wherein it clearly states that the role of a teacher is as, ‘a facilitator of learning… based on the needs of the child in each Area of Learning and development.’ (Welsh Government, 2008, p.12) This supports the idea that when teachers become actively engaged in the learning of their students, they are able to enhance small classroom activities into meaningful tasks that significantly contribute to challenging and developing interpretations. This practice is influenced by Vygotsky’s thinking; his zone of proximal development and learning from a more knowledgeable other. Glassman (2001) argued that Vygotsky placed the importance of student learning in the control of a mentor. In his notion of the zone of proximal development, Vygotsky emphasised the role of a teacher as a mentor because through encouragement, he believed children were able to better progress and perform tasks from the guidance and instruction of an adult more knowledgeable than the individual. Yilmaz (2008) argued that students improve their learning from their interaction with teachers, as it exposes their thinking processes and allows teachers to adapt the way in which pupils can solve problems and think critically. Therefore, Vygotsky makes it clear that teachers play a major role in the development of a student’s learning as the mentor guides pupils’ thinking, pushes their capabilities and challenges their ideas. 
However, theorists such as Emanuelsson and Sahlström (2008) argued that there is a thin line between a teacher acting as a mentor and facilitator of learning and teacher control over a student’s learning. They suggest that when teachers adopt an authoritarian role in the thought process of student learning, they pay a price in that no student has total control over their learning experience. This can be also be supported by Reeve (2006), who argued that teachers’ supportive and motivating natures can be misinterpreted as highly controlling and blurs the role of an autonomy supportive mentor who facilitates learning. As a result, teachers who negatively interfere with the student’s learning experience can significantly impede the development of their thinking process and obstruct their academic progress. Nevertheless, when teachers successfully undertake the role of mentor to facilitate learning, they expand motivation and enhance creativity; they provide opportunities for students to actively engage with their own learning and increase pupil’s confidence to challenge their understanding which improves their overall academic performance. 

	It is apparent from the literature that I have reviewed relating to my critical incident that group work and teacher participation play an integral role in enhancing students learning experiences in the classroom. Following Gibbs’ Reflective Model, the elements that I will use to reflect and identify my next teaching steps are evaluation, conclusions and action plan (The University of Edinburgh, 2020), on the benefits of using group work as a pedagogical tool and teacher participation to help enhance pupils’ learning. Firstly, after analysing the benefits of group work, I understand how the teacher utilised it in classroom to spark debate and collaborate on ideas, giving pupils the opportunities to develop their knowledge and understanding in making progress. In evaluating the success of this task, the groups allowed pupils the opportunity to contribute ideas, expand their answers, discuss and challenge various interpretations to create work which had involved an in-depth analysis and evaluation by the end of the task. I have learnt that by dividing the class into groups to undertake tasks that require debate-style techniques motivated the pupils to justify their answers, they challenged each other’s interpretations which lead to a more detailed evaluation of the argument. In my own teaching practice, I will endeavour to make full use of group work in tasks that will benefit from discussion and collaboration, as the advantages engender creative and innovative ideas. By using group work in my classroom, I hope to engage pupils in a detailed analysis and evaluation of a topic, enhanced through interaction and collaboration. However, I am aware that some pupils are more nervous in contributing in a group setting which can hinder their academic development. As a solution, my aim is to make sure all my students are comfortable collaborating together, to regularly use group work for small tasks from the beginning of the year to the end, to build pupil confidence and motivation but at a pace which benefits their progress and does not impede it. As an action plan, when implementing a task that requires a discussion and different sides to an argument, I will use group work as a pedagogical strategy to help develop students’ interactive skills and engage them in a higher-level of critical thinking through collaborating creative ideas. 
Secondly, after analysing the literature surrounding the benefits of teacher participation, I understand in that adopting the role of a mentor better facilitates students learning in increasing their confidence to improve their critical thinking. In evaluating the advantages of teachers supporting students’ learning, they help challenge pupils to engage them in a deeper analysis and understanding of a topic. In evaluating the benefits of teacher participation in this activity, they acted as a facilitator of learning by, asking analytical questions in response to improve their critical evaluation. In conclusion, I have learnt that when teachers act as a mentor, pupils are given the opportunity to engage critically in their interpretations as the teacher challenges their answers to help them achieve a deeper understanding of the debate. This was a successful technique as by the end of the task, each of the pupils had an argument which had been fully explored, challenged and supported. As a result, in my own teaching practice, I will play an active role in my students’ learning through undertaking the role of mentor and support network to better facilitate their learning. By acting as mentor to my students’ learning, I hope to help them develop their critical thinking skills, increase their confidence in their ideas and work by motivating them to attain an in-depth level of knowledge and understanding. However, I need to consciously be aware of the difference between supporting and controlling the students’ learning experience as the latter risks hindering a pupil’s academic development. As a solution, I will act as a gentle guide in helping students to develop their critical thinking skills by asking questions which allow them to challenge and expand their ideas. As an action plan, I will encourage pupils’ independent thinking in lessons while also supporting their ideas and interpretations of a topic by giving them opportunities to maximise their ability to critically analyse and evaluate resulting in improved development of their thinking processes. Therefore, the role of critical reflection, and following a reflection model plays a significant part in my professional development. It allows me to analyse and evaluate an incident that occurs in my classroom from which I can learn, consequently improving and evolving my teaching practice.  

In conclusion, the approach that I will take in my next teaching steps is to incorporate group work into the main activities of my lessons as it considerably increases students’ collaborative skills, engenders creative and innovative ideas and plays a significant role in increasing the critical thinking of pupils in groups. Their ideas are challenged and explored, ultimately, enhancing the learning experience by stimulating a higher-level thinking. Playing an active role in my students’ learning will help expand and improve their creative thought, facilitating learning will also guide students in their own learning and enhance their academic progress. By acting as a mentor, teachers create a support network in their lessons and as a result, they can increase students’ engagement with their work. Reflection plays an integral part in being a teacher in Wales now as following the ITE reforms recommended by Furlong and Donaldson’s new curriculum, being reflective in my own teaching allows for the development of my professional growth in recognising my strengths and weaknesses. Being reflective in my practice is a constant experience and I will benefit from different environments, pupils and ideas giving me a better understanding of teaching and the best pedagogical approaches for different circumstances. The role of reflection is highlighted throughout the new professional standards, in that it will not only improve my professional growth throughout my career but will significantly improve the students learning during the course of their education. When teachers are not reflecting during their profession, they are unable to grow and they impede students’ development. Therefore, when teachers are attuned to the needs of their pupils and are being reflective practitioners, the opportunities for students’ academic progress are significantly increased and the learning experience undoubtedly enhanced. 
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Appendices

Record 1

	Date and time, year group: 23/09/21 AS History Lesson


	Where and When: Context of the observation – subject/AOLE, general classroom context

My first critical incident was during the first period when AS pupils were learning about significant rebellions and protests against Tudor monarchs. The class was divided into groups to debate the threat posed by the Pilgrimage of Grace. They had to consider whether it represented a significant rebellion against Henry VII.



	What happened: a detailed description of the critical incident (the more detail the better to refer to in your later work)

The teacher instructed them to create worksheets as points of comparison with further rebellions. The teacher asked each group for their answers, asking them to add further details when posed with questions. Each group fed back to the whole class and, as each group shared the information that they had considered, everyone added this to their own worksheets constantly evaluating and justifying their conclusions. This allowed each pupil to build up a case and be able to answer an essay-based question regarding the level of threat and significance of the rebellion by the end of the lesson. This was a useful revision tool for the efficient analysis and evaluation of other rebellions in comparison. 


	Areas of possible exploration: what you think could be” under the hood” in these incidents? What avenues of research could you consider?

I think that this critical incident is linked to the theory of socio- constructivism as the pupils were interacting and learning from each other. 
· Based on Vygotsky – his theory that pupils learn from social interactions and their peers/teachers (collaboration enhances learning).
Professional Standards (Pedagogy) – Progression in learning, Challenge and Expectations and Listening to Learners. 
Purposes – Ambitious, capable learners.


	Notes: any details you can note (is it a busy environment, is it after lunch, are there lots of distractions, are directions made explicit - the more you can refer to the better here)

First lesson.
Small class (max 20 pupils).
Small classroom, dark lighting.
Were mostly quiet except when working in groups and feeding back to the teacher.











Record 2

	Date and time, year group: 23/09/21 AS History Lesson (Same as above)


	Where and When: Context of the observation – subject/AOLE, general classroom context

The second critical incident occurred during the same lesson when the teacher was settling down the class and trying to engage the pupils in the starter exercise on the board.



	What happened: a detailed description of the critical incident (the more detail the better to refer to in your later work)

However, one pupil began to talk and not settle. I heard the teacher first say, “We’re not talking now” so as to get the pupils attention. However, only a few moments later, when the pupil still had not stopped talking, the teacher more loudly said, “If I tell you again, we’re going to have a problem.” The teacher was therefore calling out the students’ bad behaviour to the class and as a later point stated “It shouldn’t be that challenging.” The pupil, after this point, stopped behaving poorly and the whole class completed the starter exercise in silence.



	Areas of possible exploration: what you think could be” under the hood” in these incidents? What avenues of research could you consider?

I think this critical incident is linked to the theory of behaviourism and highlights how behaviour management in class leads to a more practical and focused environment for the whole class to thrive. 
· Based on Skinner – his theory of operant conditioning wherein behaviour is determined by its consequences, whether through positive reinforcement or punishments (less likely for bad behaviour to occur again).
Professional Standards (Pedagogy and Leadership) – Managing the Learning Environment, Resilience in Learners, Learning Outcomes and Taking Responsibility.
Purposes – Ambitious, capable learners. 


	Notes: any details you can note (is it a busy environment, is it after lunch, are there lots of distractions, are directions made explicit - the more you can refer to the better here)

Pupil was sitting around his friends. 
Expectations to be disruptive? 














Record 3

	Date and time, year group: 23/09/21 A2 History Lesson 


	Where and When: Context of the observation – subject/AOLE, general classroom context

The third critical incident took place after break during an A2 class studying the significant individuals during the civil rights movement such as Marcus Garvey, Booker T Washington and W E B DuBois.


	What happened: a detailed description of the critical incident (the more detail the better to refer to in your later work)

The teacher asked pupils to create mind maps on each individual in groups, weighing up their positive and negative impact on the civil rights movement. By looking at their individual impact, they can easily compare all the figures and form an overall judgment on who was the most significant. The teacher wanted them to justify their answers to help their judgement. Towards the end of the task, the teacher made each group feed back to the class and then together as a whole group to create one ‘ultimate’ mind map in which they could all use to evaluate individuals throughout the century. I believe that this critical incident, although similar to the first, can be distinguished in that instead of creating their own worksheet, this group used everyone’s knowledge and work to create a mind map with the whole classes various opinions and evaluations which they could all use for revision.


	Areas of possible exploration: what you think could be” under the hood” in these incidents? What avenues of research could you consider?

I think that this critical incident links to the theory of socio-constructivism, as they worked in separate groups to each create a mind map analysing a topic, and then they all later contributed in a bigger group, developing and expanding on each other’s knowledge to create a more detailed mind map.
· Based on Vygotsky – his theory that pupils learn from social interactions and that collaboration expands learning. 
Professional Standards (Innovation) – Developing New Techniques and Offering Expertise 
Purposes – Enterprising, creative learners. 


	Notes: any details you can note (is it a busy environment, is it after lunch, are there lots of distractions, are directions made explicit - the more you can refer to the better here)

After break.
Small class (max 20).
Small classroom, bright environment. 
More talkative – all worked well together. 
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