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How Practical Activity can be Used to Prevent Critical Incidents.
Introduction 
The aim of this essay is to shed light on the potential for positive change within education. My focus is on how critical incidents challenge the dynamic of the classroom environment. These incidents are not just disruptions but opportunities for reflection. They often serve as powerful catalysts for pedagogical and personal growth, they are reminders that education is not just about the curriculum and content – it is fundamentally about the people. They offer a chance to facilitate a more inclusive, supportive and effective learning environment. 
What I aim to explore in this essay is the multifaceted nature of critical incidents, their influence on the teaching and learning experience and the strategies educators can use to effectively navigate, reflect and utilise them for positive outcomes. 
My understanding of a critical incident is that it could be an event that isn’t necessarily dangerous but can be considered important enough for an in-depth reflection. For example, if a particular student or year group regularly struggles to begin a task first thing in the morning, this could be an opportunity for teachers to reflect on. Critical incident analysis is a theory developed by Tripp (1993) and highlights the significance of critical incidents as pivotal moments for teachers to develop their professional judgements and practices. His insights emphasise the transformative power of understanding and responding to these incidents within education. 
A critical incident is a specific event that disrupts the dynamic of the classroom. It could be a student's unexpected question, a conflict, or an unforeseen misconception. What makes an incident critical is the unexpected nature, emotional intensity and significant impact on the classroom. These incidents can challenge the teacher’s existing beliefs, values, assumptions and instructional strategies or classroom management techniques.
I have observed a secondary school mathematics class with seventeen students, they sat in rows of between two to four and were all facing the front of the class where the teacher stood next to the whiteboard. The class was well lit and the walls were decorated with mathematical posters. The books and supplies were stored in boxes that were easily accessible throughout the lesson.
The students were greeted at the door before entering and taking their seats. One student appeared distracted and disengaged from the moment he sat down. He turned around to talk to the students seated behind him, laughed at the camera and played with the seat next to him. The teacher started the lesson with a practical activity that involved whiteboards and asked for a volunteer to hand out the supplies to the class. The same student raised his hand, he suddenly became engaged and willing to participate in the lesson.
Literature review
There is a body of research that considers practical activities as a significantly effective classroom management tool. By offering engaging tasks, teachers can direct student’s energy creating a more organised and controlled learning environment. This approach minimises disruptions, contributing to a positive atmosphere conducive to effective teaching and learning. 
Jones and Jones (2016) explored various strategies for classroom management, including the use of practical activities. They have found that by incorporating hands-on experiences, teachers can create a more dynamic and engaging learning environment. This evidence suggests that practical activities play a key role in proactive classroom management, aligning with the idea that preventing critical incidents is often more effective than reacting to critical incidents. 
While practical activities can be an effective tool for classroom management, it is important to acknowledge an alternative perspective that considers the potential challenges and limitations associated with their implementation. Smith and Smith (2019) argue that relying solely on practical activities for classroom management may not address the root cause of disruptive behaviour. Overemphasis on these activities may lead to a superficial approach, neglecting deeper issues related to student motivation, discipline or socio-emotional wellbeing. In some cases, students may view practical activities as a temporary distraction rather than a genuine solution to an underlying behavioural challenge. This perspective underlines the importance of adopting a holistic approach to classroom management, combing practical activities with other evidence-based strategies such as clear expectations, positive reinforcement and effective communication. While practical activities can be valuable tools, they should be part of a comprehensive management plan rather than a standalone solution. 
The hands-on nature of practical activities fosters active learning. Students become more involved in the learning process, leading to curiosity and creativity. Freeman et al (2014) conducted a comprehensive study on active learning in science, engineering and mathematics. They found that active learning strategies, including practical activities, significantly increased student performance. This study demonstrates that the hands-on approach captures students’ interest, encouraging and influencing them to participate and become a part of the learning process. The engagement goes beyond surface-level involvement, it promotes a deeper level of understanding and a greater retention of information. The evidence suggests that incorporating practical activities into the curriculum can be an effective strategy for teachers aiming to enhance student engagement.
Additionally, Vgotsky’s socio-cultural theory supports the idea that learning is most effective when it is an active, social process. Practical activities provide students with opportunities for social interaction and collaboration, further contributing to increased engagement. 
The evidence from both Freeman et al’s study and Vygotsky’s socio-cultural theory supports the idea that practical activities enhance student engagement by making learning more interactive, dynamic and socially connected.
While practical activities are often praised for their ability to enhance student engagement, Martinez and Rodriquez (2018) argue that the effectiveness of these activities can vary depending on factors such as student preferences, cultural backgrounds, and the nature of the activity itself. They claim that a one-size-fits-all approach does not resonate equally among students. The study suggests that students have diverse learning preferences, and what engages one student may not be of interest to the next. Relying on practical activities could inadvertently neglect other crucial elements of pedagogy, such as active questioning, meaningful discussions, and digital competency. This alternative perspective encourages teachers to consider a balanced approach to student engagement, incorporating a variety of different strategies and keeping in mind the individual students’ needs and interests to create a truly engaging and inclusive environment.
Practical activities support the development of social and emotional learning also known as SEL skills, contributing to positive relationships and emotional intelligence among students. Durlak et al (2015) conducted a meta-analysis of school-based SEL programs and interventions, highlighting the positive impact on students’ social and emotional development. It was revealed that SEL programs, which in corporate practical activities, significantly improved students’ social and emotional skills including self-awareness, self-management, social awareness, relationship skills, and responsible decision-making. This evidence suggests that practical activities create a supportive environment for SEL, fostering positive relationships among students and teachers.
Additionally, the collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL) identifies five core competencies of SEL: self-awareness, self-management, social awareness, relationship skills and responsible decision-making. Practical activities that require collaboration, communication and empathy provide opportunities for students to develop and strengthen these competencies, contributing to a more emotionally intelligent and socially adept classroom environment. 
The evidence from Durlak et al’s meta-analysis and CASEL framework supports the idea that practical activities play a key role in supporting social and emotional learning in the classroom. By incorporating these activities, educators can contribute to the holistic development of students, nurturing their emotional intelligence and promoting positive relationships. 
While practical activities commonly support social and emotional learning, Jenkins and Johnson (2020) argue that assuming such activities alone will sufficiently address all aspect of SEL oversimplifies the complexity of emotional development. The research suggests that while practical activities can create opportunities for social interactions and emotional expression, they may not target specific SEL competencies. For example, a group project might encourage collaboration but may not teach self-regulation or responsible decision-making. This alternative perspective calls for a more deliberate approach to SEL, combining practical activities with explicit SEL instruction. 
Practical activities serve as a versatile platform for differentiated instruction, allowing educators to tailor teaching methods to meet diverse learning styles and abilities. Differentiated instruction is a pedagogical approach that acknowledges and addresses diverse learning needs and styles of students. Tomlinson (2014) emphasizes the importance of adapting teaching methods to cater to individual differences in students’ readiness and interests. This adaptability reduces frustration and disengagement among students, ensuring that each individual’s unique needs are addressed. The result is a more inclusive and effective learning environment. 
Additionally, research by Hattie (2012) reinforces the idea that differentiation positively impacts students learning outcomes. Hattie’s meta-analysis, which synthesizes findings from numerous studies, identifies differentiation as a high-impact instructional strategy that influences student achievement.
The work of Tomlinson and Hattie supports the assertion that practical activities are effective tools for differentiated instruction. By incorporating hands-on experiences into the classroom, educators can tailor their teaching methods to accommodate diverse learning styles and abilities, ultimately creating a more inclusive and effective learning environment.
Guskey and Bailey (2001) highlight the potential challenges in accurately measuring the impact of differentiated instruction, especially when relying on practical activities as the primary source. They argue that traditional assessment methods may not effectively show the depth of student understanding and progress. This alternative perspective suggests that while practical activities can provide a variety of learning experiences, the challenge lies in accurately assessing the effectiveness of practical activities in promoting differentiated learning outcomes.
Building positive relationships between teachers and students is the foundation of a healthy classroom environment. Practical activities provide teachers with opportunities to connect with students on a personal level. According to Hamre and Pianta (2001) positive teacher-student relationships contribute to a sense of security and belonging, reducing the likelihood of disruptive incidents. Practical activities create shared experiences that strengthen these relationships, fostering a positive and supportive classroom culture. 
Allen, Pianta, Gregory, Mikamo and Lun (2011) support this ideology through their study that focuses on the impact of teacher-student interactions on student achievement. It underscores the significance of positive, supportive relationships between teachers and students in fostering academic success. The results show that positive interactions, such as those facilitated by engaging in collaborative practical activities, contribute to a more supporting and trusting teacher-student relationship. 
However, while student-teacher relationships are crucial, relying on practical activities as a main source to establish these relationships may oversimplify the multifaceted nature of student-teacher dynamics. McPherson and Lewis (2017) argue that relationships are built on a combination of factors, including effective communication, feedback, and individualized support. They propose a multidimensional approach to understanding teacher-student relationships, considering various elements beyond interactive nature of practical activities. They argue that a holistic perspective, including effective communication and personalized support is necessary to cultivate positive teacher-student relationships. While practical activities may contribute, they should be viewed as one element of a broader strategy for building and maintain effective relationships in the classroom.
Case Study
Engaging students in the learning process is an ongoing challenge for teachers. This case study explores the critical incident involving a student, initially disengaged when entering the class, shows a remarkable shift in his participation through the introduction of a practical activity involving whiteboards. The beginning of this incident alone highlights the significant effects of a hands-on, interactive method, drawing links between student engagement and pedagogical strategies.
The lesson takes place in a typical secondary school mathematics classroom where the teacher greets the students at the door as they enter and take their seats. One student shows disinterest from the beginning, he immediately turns around to talk to the students sat at the table behind him and plays with the chair next to him. It is unclear whether this is a unique occurrence, and a student may disengage for various reasons, including a perceived lack of relevance, difficulty, or prior negative experiences. 
Research by Fredricks, Blumenfeld and Paris (2004) states that engagement in learning involved three components: behavioural engagement, emotional engagement and cognitive engagement. The student’s disengagement when first entering the classroom may be because of cognitive engagement, whereby he fails to recognise the importance and relevance of the subject to his own life or has trouble grasping the concepts taught in this class.
Additionally, Eccles and Wigfield (2002) highlight the link between a student’s perception of the value of a task with their engagement. If a student sees a task as unimportant, they are less likely to engage. In this student's case, the traditional form of instruction to teaching mathematics may have contributed to his disengagement. 
This critical incident shows the vital role those practical activities, such as the use of whiteboards, can play in re-engaging students in a secondary school classroom. I observed a shift from theoretical instruction to a hands-on, collaborative activity that transformed a student's experience.
The teacher recognised the disengagement, shifted gears and introduced a practical activity using whiteboards. The students are given equations to solve independently and then share their answers by writing them down on the whiteboards and holding them up for the teacher and class to see. This shift from an abstract theoretical concept to a hands-on practical approach proved to be a turning point for this student.
The transformative effect of practical activities is confirmed by the principles of constructivist learning theories, such as Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development also known as ZPD. Vygotsky (1978) argued that learning happens most effectively when students are engaged in activities slightly beyond their current level of understanding. The whiteboard activity requires collaboration and problem-solving, placing the student within his ZPD, enhancing engagement and cognitive development.
When the teacher asks for volunteers to hand out the equipment, the student was very quick to offer and showed a sudden willingness to participate. As the practical activity goes on, the student’s disinterest fades, and we start to see a willingness to learn. The physical act of writing on the whiteboard allows the student to externalise his thoughts, promoting a deeper understanding of the concepts being taught. This positive result aligns with the idea of embodied cognition, where the body’s interactions with the environment enhances cognitive processes (Wilson, 2002).
Teachers can draw inspiration from overcoming critical incidents such as this one and may want to reconsider their pedagogical approaches, involving more interactive and practical elements to their teaching strategies. By doing this, they enhance engagement and contribute to a deeper and more meaningful learning experience, create a positive and inclusive classroom environment leaving an everlasting effect on the students.
Teaching and Learning Methods
My solution to address student disengagement in a secondary school would be a varied approach that combines pedagogical innovation, differentiation and real-world application. Adopting Project-Based Learning, also known as PBL, as a teaching and learning method, providing an academic justification. This approach facilitates diverse learning styles, enhances cognitive engagement and fosters a deeper understanding of the subject at hand.
Differentiated instruction, also known as DI, emphasises adapting teaching methods to suit individual learning needs. (Thomlinson, 2001). Project-Based Learning, a form of DI, immerses students in real world problem solving, encouraging collaboration, critical thinking and creativity (Thomas, 2000). Studies by Hallie (2009) and Darling-Hammond et al. (2017) state that PBL positively impacts student engagement and achievement.
The work of Eccles and Wigfield (2002) highlights the importance of task value and influencing student engagement. PBL addresses this by presenting concepts in real-world contexts, establishing a link between theory and practical application (Hmelo-Silver et al.,2007). Research by Boaler (2002) supports the idea that incorporating context into the classroom enhances a student's perception of the information as relevant and sparks an interest in the subject.
Vygotsky’s socio-cultural theory highlights the importance of social interaction during the learning process (Vgotsky, 1978). The principles of this theory align with PBL and it’s emphasis on collaborative work, creating an environment where students can share knowledge. Johnson and Johnson’s (1999) work suggest that cooperative learning positively impacts academic achievement, social skills and motivation.
PBL is a flexible method that enables teachers to adapt projects to accommodate diverse learning styles and abilities. (Thomlinson, 2001). This is a personalized approach that can address a student's disengagement by facilitating a class that can meet their individual needs and interests. By connecting theory to practical application, PBL provides students with real-world context and problem solving. Teachers are able to deepen the students understanding and influences their perception of relevant information, making the work more engaging and meaningful.
One of the things to consider when implementing PBL is that is requires careful planning and time management. Teachers will need to ensure that project align with the curriculum objectives and provide plenty of time for group work and individual tasks Blumenfeld et al. (1991). It is crucial to maintain a balance between the demands of the curriculum and timelines for projects.
Assessment for learning in PBL settings can be challenging, teachers must establish the success criteria to measure the content knowledge and the development of skills Hmelo-Silver et al. (2007) For example, carrying out a peer assessment will ensure that the evaluation is fair and accurate.
The rationale for adopting project-based learning as a teaching and learning method in the context of this student’s disengagement is in it’s potential to address the root cause of disengagement. For example, a lack of relevance between concepts and real-world application.
PBL runs parallel to differentiated instruction principles, it is a tool for teachers to adapt projects to meet the student’s diverse needs. By immersing students in real-world problem-solving, PBL addresses the problem with perceiving the value of a task, making the subject more relevant and meaningful for students. Vygotsky’s socio-cultural theory supports the collaborative nature of PBL, both promoting social interaction and cooperation.
While PBL’s strengths are evident for personalized learning, real-world connections, and collaborative skills development, careful consideration must be given to the challenges of time management and assessment. However, they should not devalue to transformative effects that PBL can bring to the classroom, especially when reengaging students.
Discussion
My own pedagogical choices and philosophy of education align with the student-centred approach, I’m simply there to guide students and facilitate a positive learning environment, hands-on tasks allow students to take responsibility and ownership of their lessons with self-directed exploration. This is supported by student engagement models by highlighting that students learn best when actively involved in the lesson. I am inclined to differentiate my instruction to meet individual students’ needs and accommodate different learning styles which resonates with differentiation theory. I believe students should be encouraged to ask questions, do further independent research and develop critical thinking skills through hands-on exploration. This aligns with theories such as inquiry-based learning and constructivism, which emphasizes the significance of curiosity and creativity, allowing students to construct their own understanding. I’m confident that assessment and feedback are a vital part of the learning process, gaining valuable insights from both their peers and teachers to improve. I encourage integration of technology into the classroom to make learning more dynamic and engaging as well as keeping traditional forms of art alive. I feel it is my duty to provide opportunities for students to bring their own unique backgrounds and experiences into the classroom to explore or celebrate. This aligns with theories that emphasize the importance of an inclusive and culturally responsive approach. I strongly believe that it is important to address not only academic but also social and emotional aspects. This aligns with theories that advocate a holistic approach to teaching that highlight the importance of collaborative practical projects to develop the student’s social skills and emotional growth. Finally, I strongly believe that practical activities can foster positive student-teacher and peer relationships. This aligns with theories that emphasize the importance of a supportive classroom dynamic. Encouraging students to collaborate and share their work creates a sense of community in the classroom.
Although providing time for a practical activity is a powerful approach to enhance student engagement, deepen understanding and promote a holistic learning experience. There are some key considerations in my own classroom in my first placement and moving forward. I must clearly define the learning objectives for each lesson or project, identify what theoretical concepts compliment the practical skills being developed. This ensures both theory and practical activities align with the learning objectives and success criteria. I must keep in mind that there is the potential for cognitive overload by giving too much information or too many tasks per lesson. A well-balanced lesson plan is essential to allow students time to process theoretical information before applying them to the practical activities that will often need to be broken down and guided with step-by-step instruction. It is important to ensure that theoretical knowledge has opportunities for practical application, allowing students the opportunity to transfer theoretical concepts into real-world scenarios. This demonstrates the relevance and promotes a deeper understanding of the material. I will need to recognise the diverse learning styles and preferences, offering a variety of theoretical and practical opportunities to ensure all students are taking in the information. It will be beneficial over time to gradually increase the complexity of the theoretical and practical activities. Starting with the foundational knowledge and building up to more complex concepts and applications. This scaffolding approach allows students to build upon prior knowledge and understanding. Although I prefer traditional materials and tools to make art, it is crucial to incorporate technology into my classroom to support both theoretical and practical activities, offering new skills and interactive opportunities that align with modern approaches. I must develop assessment strategies to assess theoretical understanding and as well as practical application. Written-based assessments such as essays and performance-based assessments such as projects or presentations ensures that students are being provided feedback on all areas of their learning to improve. Although it important to plan thoroughly for lessons including practical activities, I must remain flexible and adjust the lesson based on students' needs and feedback. I will an eye on how the students respond to the theoretical knowledge and practical activities, use effective questioning to check for understanding and modify my approach accordingly.
My practice links to literature that addresses student engagement, differentiation, inquiry-based learning, comprehensive assessment and fostering a positive learning environment. The literature emphasizes the importance of integrating practical activities with theoretical knowledge that is conducive to a meaningful learning experience. My practice acknowledges the diversity of learning styles and is supported by literature that underlines differentiation to offer inclusive opportunities for students with varied preferences. My practice aligns with inquiry-based learning principles through encouraging students to actively explore and independently investigate theories and practical applications. By incorporating a balance of theory and practical activity I support the comprehensive assessment approach, assessing both theoretical understanding and practical application. I have a commitment to professional development, advocated by the literature and reflected in the balance of theoretical insights and hands-on experiences. Last but not least, my practice contributes to a positive and supportive learning environment by fostering collaboration, setting the foundation for student-teacher and peer relationships. Maintaining a balance of theory and practical activity resonates with the literature that outlines the core principles of pedagogy.
Research consistently shows that setting a high expectation for student achievement is an element of excellent teaching, this can be done by providing students with examples of previous work that successfully met the success criteria. Indicates that clear learning objectives help guide instruction and provide students with reachable learning goals. Emphasizes the importance of active engagement by using varied instructional methods, interactive discussions, hands-on activities and collaborative projects as effective teaching strategies. Commonly shows that tailoring instruction to meet the diverse needs of students is a form of excellent teaching and is associated with student achievement and a positive learning experience. Research indicates that regular feedback, assessment practices and opportunities for self-reflection contribute to academic growth. Has a consistent theme of effective classroom management, a well-organized environment is conducive for learning and increases engagement. Highlights the impact of healthy teacher-student and peer relationships on motivation, behaviour and well-being. Underlines the importance of inclusivity and culturally sensitive classroom environments to respect the diversity of students’ backgrounds and experiences. Supports the integration of technology to prepare the students for the modern world. Indicates that teachers who continually assess and refine their instructional methods are more effective. Suggests that effective questioning and encouraging independent investigation are elements of excellent teaching. 
The critical incident informed my own pedagogical choices by making it abundantly clear that there was a need for individual and differentiated teaching and combining practical activities with problem-solving was an effective way to engage the student. Assessing the dynamic of the class and adapting the lesson plan are essential skills that will improve over time. I aim to address diverse learning styles, enhance relevance and maintain a flexible and engaging classroom environment.
Conclusion
The impact that the teaching and learning methods will have on the students will be shown by their increased engagement, deeper understanding and active participation. Students will hopefully begin to show a genuine interest in the subject and ask insightful questions, show sustained motivation and carry out independent research. Ultimately, their ability to meet the success criteria identified at the beginning of a project indicates effective teaching and a willingness to learn.
The critical incident methodology impacted my understanding of learning theories and child development through observing a child’s behaviour and engagement allowed me to see apply my theoretical knowledge practically. Through observation, I was able to better comprehend and contextualize concepts such as Vygotsky’s social development theory. The methodology connected the gap between theory and practice, allowing me to take notes on how experienced teachers reacted to a critical incident in the classroom and started the thought process of how I would approach teaching in general.
Pedagogy, collaboration, professional learning, innovation and leadership are the professional standards that may be covered by my own pedagogical choices. I hope to achieve the best for my students in terms of standards, well-being and progress, encourage mutual support and effective collaboration within and beyond the school, extend knowledge, skills and understanding and be open to challenge, apply controlled and measured techniques and approaches and will gladly accept the leadership role by bringing coherence, clarity and commitment to the vision of pedagogy.
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