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[bookmark: _GoBack]A critical evaluation and the learning steps focusing on a case study of an individual learner or a group of learners, based on an observed critical incident.
	Introduction
The following essay will provide a critical evaluation and the learning steps focussing on a case study of a group of learners which is based on an observed critical incident. A critical incident is an incident which happens in a school setting, and as stated by Tripp (2011) critical incidents are not incidents which are necessarily out of the ordinary from normal classroom dynamics. Instead, critical incidents are created. ‘Incidents happen, but critical incidents are produced by the way we look at a situation: a critical incident is an interpretation of the significance of an event’ (Tripp, 2011 pg.6). This essay will first look at the role of critical reflection and identify the leading models of reflection which can be used in teaching practice. Moreover, this essay discuss how these models can be linked to the role of teaching and highlight the importance of reflection in the teaching practice. This essay will then outline the observed critical incident in line with BERA (2018) guidelines to preserve anonymity, before discussing how the observed critical incident is linked to Donaldson’s four purposes. This essay will then analyse the literature around the findings drawn from the critical incident. In this case, the review will focus on the literature around the notion of using group work in the classroom through a social constructivist lens, but also delve into the literature which opposes or identifies limitations of group work in the classroom. This essay will then continue to reflect and evaluate the critical incident before identifying how it will inform my own professional and personal development and identifying my next steps for future practice. 


	Critical Reflection
Critical reflection is important as it is crucial to promoting self-awareness and to developing future practice. ‘Critical reflection in teaching practice involves describing and questioning taken-for granted feelings and actions. It is not an end in itself, but a means of developing a teaching philosophy and strategy. It involves teachers learning about others and themselves through 'research' into their own practice’.  (Walkington et al 2001, pg3.) This is important as it leads to teachers questioning their own practice in order to keep improving. Critical reflection can be seen as a way of turning teachers into researchers who are constantly using reflection to identify new methods and exploring how these methods can help them develop as practitioners.
There are a number of different models of reflection which can be used as a basis for critical reflection, such as Brookfield’s and Gibbs’s reflective models. However, in this section the essay will focus on a select few which are more relevant to this critical evaluation.  Dewey is widely recognised as the initial founder of reflective practice. Dewey’s (1933) reflective model consisted of going over and over experiences, and giving them serious consideration. This model recognised that there is a problem to be solved and aimed to come to a conclusion. As stated by Walkington et al (2001) the notion around reflective practice changed from giving set answers to experiments and reflections, one of the main inspirations behind this change was Schon. Schon (1987) centred around the notion of reflection in action, where the practitioner would reflect at the time of an event taking place, then the practitioner would look back at an event, and use the information gained to decide on the best way to move forward with future practice.
Kolb (1984) introduced his 4 stage learning cycle which states that as a reflective practitioner you should have an experience which is then reflected on, you then move on to the abstract conceptualisation stage where you draw conclusions from the experience. Then finally as a practitioner you plan out and try what you have learned. Aubrey and Riley (2019) state that Kolb sees the 4 stage learning cycle as a continuous spiral, as when the learner completes one stage, they will then develop their learning by using the information from the previous stage to move onto the next stage. This method of reflection is important as it can be linked to, and contains similar aspects to Tripp’s critical incident model which provides the foundations for this critical evaluation.
Tripp’s (2011) critical incident methodology will serve as the foundations for my critical evaluation. This methodology focusses on the basis that an incident is made critical through analysis and evaluation. Moreover, Tripp (2011) states that it is the interpretation of an incident which makes it significant, and therefore what makes this incident suitable to be used as a tool for reflection. Additionally, this methodology delves deeper into the reasons why an incident happens and if there are any underlying causes to this incident. On the whole, Tripp’s (2011) methodology helps us to understand why an incident happens and the ability to explain the meaning behind an incident.
Critical reflection is also an important as it can be directly linked to the professional standards, in particular the standards within the collaboration section. Critical reflection can be linked to many of the professional standards as it acts as an enabler to improve practice.  Critical reflection is linked to the ’Working with in-school colleagues’ component as the reflection is directly linked to developing expertise by reflecting on previous experiences, then learning from them. Additionally, critical reflection can also be linked the ‘Enabling improvement’ and the ‘Continuing professional learning’ components of the teaching standards. This is due to the fact that the aim of critical reflection is to allow teachers to improve their practice. This is then outlined by the fact that teachers should be continually reflecting on their practice in order to enable improvement.

Observation
My observation had to be done online through the universities contingency plan as I was unable to attend the school. This plan consisted of online videos of lesson observations. Despite this, it is important to note that this section of the essay will anonymise the school and all its members in accordance with BERA (2018) guidelines. Due to the observation being done through the universities contingency plan I was unable to record many details of the school. However, the video I observed was set in a mixed-gender, English medium primary school. The observation was set in a year four science lesson, of which the lesson objective was for the children to work in groups and use real materials in order to understand the concept of friction. The children were given materials to touch and feel, they then were told to come up with a prediction about which materials would create the highest level of friction.

Critical Incident and Donaldson’s 4 purposes
During the observation, the teacher makes it clear to the students that it is completely up to them how they use the materials in order to understand friction, and how to come up with a prediction over which materials would have the most friction. As the activity starts the camera zooms in on one of the tables and this is where the critical incident was identified. There were four children sitting around a table, all completely engaged in the activity. They are all touching bubble wrap and talking to each other about why one side of the bubble wrap would have more friction than the other side. Each of the pupils tries to give the others on the table a demonstration explaining why one side of the bubble wrap has more friction. As well as providing me with an insight of how well blended learning and group work can be used for my future practice, this critical incident can also be linked to Donaldson’s four purposes.
Donaldson’s (2015) report ‘Successful Futures’ has become the forefront for educational reform, and the four principles identified in the report have become the foundations for the new curriculum in Wales. This critical incident can be directly linked to the ‘enterprising, creative contributor’ purpose, as in the observation the children are using their own knowledge, and building on previous knowledge in order to gain further understanding on the concept of friction. The children did this by handling and touching the bubble wrap in order to gain a better understanding. This incident can also be linked to the ‘enterprising, creative contributor’ purpose, as in the observation the children are working in groups and by doing this are demonstrating an ability to play different roles in a team responsibly. Additionally, the fact that each of the children are contributing to the work shows that they are able, and willing to share their knowledge with each other so that the other members of the group will benefit. This further supports the link between this incident and the ‘enterprising, creative contributor’ purpose. This purpose is significant to the new curriculum as Donaldson (2015) states that as children become enterprising, creative contributors then they will be ready to play a full part in life and work. This critical incident can also be linked to the ‘ambitious, capable learners’ branch of Donaldson’s four purposes. This link can be made as in this observation the children are communicating with each other and giving demonstrations on why some materials have more friction than others. By doing this, the children involved in the critical incident are proving that they have the ability to explain the ideas and concepts they are learning about, and also that they are able to communicate effectively in different settings. This purpose is significant as Donaldson (2015) states that as children become ambitious, capable learners then they will be ready to learn throughout their lives.
 
Literature Review
This literature review will focus around the effectiveness of using group work in the classroom. It will delve into the main literature surrounding the social constructivist scope produced by Vygotsky, whilst also looking at his theory of the more knowledgeable other. This literature review will then briefly analyse the work of Vygotsky’s fellow Constructivist Piaget, whilst using peer reviewed journal articles to critically analyse both Vygotsky’s and Piagets’s theories surrounding the notion of group work. This literature review will then analyse more recent literature and publishing’s surrounding the notion of group work in the classroom, first by analysing the literature advocating the use of group work, before analysing the main literature which either opposes or identifies serious limitations of group work in the classroom.
Vygotsky (1978) presents the theory of the more knowledgeable other and states that children are able to achieve a far greater level when they are undertaking a collective activity, or are working under the guidance of an adult. Vygotsky’s theories are significant as they are seen by many as the origin of social constructivism (Hua Liu & Matthews, 2005). Therefore, his theories hold great influence in the literature around social constructivism and group work. Vygotsky puts an emphasis on learning as a social process, and puts language as the most significant tool that learners have (Aubrey and Riley, 2014). The fact the Vygotsky (1978) put so much emphasis on learning in the social context supports the notion that group work is a vital part of learning. A Peer reviewed journal article from Bodrova and Leong (2015) presents a view of Vygotsky’s more knowledgeable other theory which supports the use of group work in the classroom. The article states that even though the Zone of proximal development is arguably Vygotsky’s most famous work, Bodrova and Leong (2015) argue that his words about a child being guided by an adult or more knowledgeable other may have been taken too literally, and therefore limit the application of the zone of proximal development on a one to one basis. Bodrova and Leong (2015) instead advocate that the Zone of proximal development should be more focussed on assistance provided by a group of peers. In this instance the group of peers may act collectively as the more knowledgeable other, even if the children do not differ in knowledge level.
Whilst the critical incident observed is closely linked to Vygotsky and the field of social constructivism, the literature around Vygotsky’s work is closely linked with that of Piaget. Therefore, it is important to include and critique Piaget’s work in this review. Piaget states that cognitive development stems from independent exploration in which the child constructs their own knowledge (Macleod 2014). Whilst this can be linked to my critical incident as the children partly constructed their own knowledge, it is important to note that they did this in a group, not independently. Bozkurt (2017) references Reghoff (1990), who argues that the integration social interaction in Piaget’s approach is unable to achieve Vygotsky’s view that it is crucial to comprehend cognition within a social context. Vygotsky was also critical of Piaget’s theory as seen in Alexander (2008) who is a leading educationalist academic. Alexander (2008) states that Vygotsky is sceptical of Piaget’s view of cognitive development by arguing that children’s learning requires engagement with others, including peers and adults. One of the most significant differences is that Piaget sees the child as a lone scientist. Pritchard (2014) is critical of the relevance of this notion, as he argues that even though the notion is supported by more recent writers such as Karmiloff- Smith (1997), the vision of the child being alone in their endeavours is no longer seen as the full picture.  Despite them being similar in some ways, Vygotsky’s theory can be used as a tool to criticise Piaget. This is because as noted by Macleod (2014), Vygotsky argues that cognitive development stems from the social interaction, and their partners help to co-construct their knowledge. Piaget’s stance on cognitive development can also be seen as limited as his theory relied on observations of his own children (Cherry 2020). Also, as noted in Johnson (2017) it is unlikely that the findings drawn from observing his own children would be a fair representation of all children. However, it must be noted that the criticisms could be seen as unfair, as Johnson (2017) goes on to state that Piaget’s observations of his own children were only the beginning, and throughout his career he expanded to observing thousands of children.
Despite Vygotsky and Piaget being the two main theorist surrounding the importance of group work in the classroom. As they are both older works it is important to critique their work and ask the question whether they are still relevant in today’s modern classroom. Blatchford el al (2003) critique Vygotsky and Piaget stating that they do not do justice to the huge potential surrounding the notion of group work. Blatchford et al (2003) identify the problems facing Vygotsky and Piaget’s theories around group work, stating that their research tended to be experimental and put too much emphasis on cognitive development. Baltchford et al (2003) continue to make the point that group work in today’s classroom has massive potential, far further than the current theories will allow. This is supported by a study into the benefits of group work by Chirac (2014). The conclusions drawn from this study included the fact that ‘The majority of the students (97%) responded that working in group somehow facilitated learning, academic knowledge, collaborative abilities or both’ (Chirac 2014, p.6). This shows how important and effective group work can be in the classroom. Chirac (2014) also delves deeper into the effects that group work has on learning and explores the impact that group work has beyond learning. Chirac (2014) highlights a study social function where the students help and support each other whilst extracting the groups common knowledge. This can however, be directly linked back to Vygotsky’s more knowledgeable other theory
Baines (2009) supports Blatchford et al (2003) in advocating the importance of group work. Baines (2009) states many ways in which group work is beneficial to a child’s development. These include oral development, and improving a child’s critical and analytical skills. Baines (2009) also notes the benefit that a child’s conceptual development can be assisted by coming up against other views of those at the same stage of development. This is important as it can then help children to adjust and to find new ways of explaining things. Further support for the use of group work in the classroom comes from Gillies (2003) who argues that group work causes a higher level of motivation in children to achieve rather than working as an individual. However, a peer reviewed journal from Frydkedal and Chiriac (2014) is critical of Gillies (2003), as they argue that Gillies (2003) stance goes against appositional research findings that state group work in the classroom is decreasingly used in favour of individual learning. Moreover, Frydkedal and Chiriac (2014) state that many teachers have completely abandoned group work as a method of working in the classroom through bad experiences.
Giles and Boyle (2009) support the claims made by Frydekal and Chiriac (2014), by determining the limitations of group work. Despite recognising that social interaction plays a big part in the way children learn, which can be linked to Vygotsky (1978). Giles and Boyle (2009) state that during group work children are often passive and the recipients of knowledge rather than active participants. Referring back to my critical incident, it is easy to criticise this point made by Giles and Boyle (2009) as in the lesson observed it was clear that the children were active participants. Despite this, it is important to note that Giles and Boyle (2009) cite an observation made by Galton et al (1999) who state in their observation that children are rarely challenged when undertaking group work. Whilst this is a direct contradiction to the critical incident I observed, it could also be argued that Galton et al’s (1999) observation is no longer relevant due to the date of the source. In order to make their argument more relevant Giles and Boyle would be better served citing more recent observations. Despite these notions dismissing the effectiveness of group work in the classroom Johnson and Johnson (2008) present a more balanced view, placing stipulations on when group work is effective. It must be noted that in their article, Johnson and Johnson (2008) acknowledge the limitations on group work, however they note that when done correctly it can have massive benefits. Johnson and Johnson (2008) reference Johnson et al (2008) who distinguish between the notions of group work and structure co-operative learning. They argue that group work becomes structured cooperative learning when everyone in the group is an active participant. Despite this, they argue that the most important feature of structured cooperative learning comes from there being a facilitator or a teacher to guide the group in order to have a group goal. 
Despite these recognition of the limitations of using group work in the classroom, it is important to note that the overriding trend in the literature surrounding the notion of group work did support its use in the classroom. What is also significant is that despite literature such as Giles and Boyle (2009) and Galton et al (1999) suggest that there are limitations to group work. The do not argue that group work should be ruled out altogether, they merely identify that there are limitations. This suggests that they do see the benefits of group work in the classroom.
Reflection/ Next Steps
Reflection is seen as a growing part of the teaching profession as it allows teachers to look back on previous practice in order to improve and grow as practitioners. Through using Tripp’s (2012) critical incident model, throughout this essay I have been able to critically reflect on the critical incident observed. The observation of the critical incident in this essay showed how group work can be used effectively in the classroom. This is due to the fact that the children worked together in order to share knowledge and the fact that they were so engaged in the lesson. On reflection, this can be linked to Vygotsky’s more knowledgeable other theory. Moreover, as the teacher explained to the children that they were to use real life materials in order to come up with a prediction, this suggests that the teacher was the more knowledgeable other. However, the teacher then made it clear that it was completely up to the students to work in groups, then decide how they would use and organise the materials in order to come up with this prediction. I found this intriguing as it suggests that it was not the teacher who was the more knowledgeable other as suggested by Vygotsky, but that it was instead the group who acted as the more knowledgeable other. This notion can directly be linked to the work of Bodrova and Leong (2015) who as previously discussed, suggested that the group may act as the more knowledgeable other, even when the members of the group do not differ in knowledge level.  The fact that the children were able to successfully identify and explain why a material had more friction than another using this method, shows how this can be successful. On reflection of this incident I now understand that children are able to work together in a group successfully, and are also able to share their own knowledge with each other and act as the ‘more knowledgeable other’. Previously, I was sceptical around the idea of letting children work in groups without much guidance, however having reflected on this part of the critical incident and analysed the literature I can now suggest that I could potentially utilize this notion of letting children work in groups and share knowledge with each other in my future practice.
In addition to this it is important to note that the success of the group work observed in the critical incident is supported by the vast majority of literature around the area. Peer reviewed literature such as Baines (2009), Blatchford (2003), and Chirac (2014) promoted how successful group work can be and also outlined the benefits it can have for children in the classroom and in their development. The observation showed me how enthusiastic children can be when working in groups and how it could potentially help the children develop their communication and social skills, whilst also motivating them to work at a higher level. It must also be noted however, that the literature around group work put emphasis on the fact that it had to be carried out in the correct way and in the correct environment. This is significant as it has informed my future practice to be cautious when using group work in the classroom, and suggests that I need to make sure it is done correctly in order for it to be fully effective.

Conclusion
In conclusion, this essay has analysed the role of critical reflection in the teaching profession through using Tripps (2011) critical incident methodology to reflect on an observed critical incident. Before then analysing the literature around Vygotsky’s theory of social constructivism, and the notion of using group work in the classroom. This essay has put emphasis on the importance of using group work in the classroom, whilst maintaining a balanced, critical, and reflective viewpoint. This is important as it has given me a deeper knowledge and understanding of the use of group work in the classroom, but has also highlighted the limitations to group work, and enabled me to understand that it needs to be used in a certain environment, or under certain constraints in order be effective. This is significant as it will help to inform my future teaching practice. Additionally, the analysis of reflective models and the emphasis placed on critical reflection has allowed for a deeper understanding of the role of the reflective practitioner, and has highlighted the importance of critical reflection in the teaching practice. This is important because critical reflection allows for teachers to become researchers in the field of education, whilst also reflecting on previous experiences in order to enable improvement.
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Appendices
Record 1
	Date and time, year group: 22/09/21, Year 2


	Where and When: Context of the observation – subject/AOLE, general classroom context
All children in the year 2 mixed ability class are sitting on the carpet listening to the teacher, who is conducting a Mathematics lesson on the interactive board.






	What happened: a detailed description of the critical incident (the more detail the better to refer to in your later work)
The teacher is explaining how to do a multiplication question on the interactive board. The teacher introduces the character ‘Billy the Knight’ who the question is going to be based around. As the teacher is explaining the question, one of the pupil’s shouts over the teacher referring to the character on the board. Instead of punishing the pupil, the teacher decides to completely ignore the comment and carry on with the lesson.






	Areas of possible exploration: what you think could be” under the hood” in these incidents? What avenues of research could you consider?
Analysis of this incident has led me to consider further research into the study of behaviour management. This particular incident can be linked to Glasser’s Reality Therapy Model as it states that consequences may or may not be used. Additionally, this incident, has led me to ask why the child displayed inappropriate behaviour. This can potentially be linked to the Logical Consequence Model by Dreikurs who states that inappropriate behaviour is motivated by unconscious needs, the most prevalent of these needs being attention.
This incident also provides us with a good example of managing the learning environment section of the teaching standards as the teacher ignored the pupil who shouted out and continued talking to the rest of the class.









	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)
It was a quiet classroom; however, all the children were packed onto the carpet. As the pupils were required to be quiet, there was potential for the students to get frustrated and shout answers out.



















Record 2
	Date and time, year group: 22/09/21  Year 4


	Where and When: Context of the observation – subject/AOLE, general classroom context
The year 4 class are in a science lesson. They are all sitting around tables working in groups with the aim of understanding Friction






	What happened: a detailed description of the critical incident (the more detail the better to refer to in your later work)
The teacher makes it clear before the activity that the ‘children are to sort the materials and equipment anyway they like in order to make a prediction on the amount of friction each material would have’. The teacher states that this must be done in groups. The teacher goes over to a table and the pupils are engaging in conversation with each other about which side of the bubble wrap would cause the most friction. When the teacher arrives one of the pupils takes charge and starts talking to her. He correctly explains why one side of the bubble wrap would have more friction and gives a demonstration with his hands.









	Areas of possible exploration: what you think could be” under the hood” in these incidents? What avenues of research could you consider?
Analysing this incident has led me to consider further research into theories of learning. I found it particularly interesting just before the activity started as the teacher stated that it was completely up to the children how they organised the materials to make a prediction about which would have the most friction, as this can be linked to the Humanistic school of learning which explicitly states that students should be given responsibility and their learning should be self-directed in a way that lessons and interactions are customised by the learner. However, it can also be linked to the Constructivist school which states that learning is more meaningful to students when they are able to interact with a concept. This incident also gave a good example of how listening to learners and blended learning experiences can be implicated in the teaching standards as when the children were given the materials to feel and work out which materials they were completely engaged. I do feel however that the most obvious avenue of research would be into the use of group work in the classroom, and the benefits surrounding it.









	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)

It was a busy environment so this could have given the child more confidence to be able to explain to the teacher his prediction about friction.





















Record 3
	Date and time, year group: 23/09/21 ALN Year 9 PSHE


	Where and When: Context of the observation – subject/AOLE, general classroom context
ALN children are sitting around on chairs in a semi-circle, all facing their teacher. There are also two LSA’s sitting in with the group, seemingly providing 1-1 support to some of the pupils. The pupils are passing a bag full of cards around, with the rules of the classroom written on them.






	What happened: a detailed description of the critical incident (the more detail the better to refer to in your later work)
One pupil who was sat next to an LSA is given the bag of rules and picks a card out from the bag. The pupil struggles to read what’s on the card. The LSA sitting next to her and the teacher sitting opposite her give her prompts to help her understand what the card says. With these prompts, and further encouragement from the LSA the pupil is able to understand what the card says and reads it out to the rest of the class.









	Areas of possible exploration: what you think could be” under the hood” in these incidents? What avenues of research could you consider?
This incident provides us with an excellent example of the teacher being inclusive to the learner by differentiating the task in order to suit their needs. As this is an ALN lesson, the teacher is also using blended learning in order so make the tasks suitable for the learners. In addition to this, further analysis of this could lead to further studies of behaviour management theory and in particular could be linked to Carter and Lee’s assertive discipline theory as the teacher catches the child being good as they follow instructions and pull the cards out of the bag.









	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)
It was a very busy environment. There was a lot of background noise with the LSA’s supporting the pupils. This may have proved as a distraction to the pupil who could not understand what was on the card.
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