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A critical evaluation and the identification of next teaching and learning steps focusing on a case study of an individual learner or a group of learners, based on an observed critical incident.

Introduction

A Critical evaluations purpose within the teaching practice shall allow one to become reflective and progressive within personal practice. It is deemed important to reflect and review one’s methods and pedagogy in order to progress as practitioners. The critical incident that was observed will hopefully present an array of material that shall be informative on method and its role within the education system. 

Within this paper there will be opportunities to discuss the critical incident through various lenses in order to see the whole picture. Many of the literature gathered are varied from theorists to researchers to even the Welsh government. Whilst researching and reflecting on the use of collaboration within practice there shall be an array of literature in order to remain un-bias and informative. The paper will be ‘looking under the hood’ within collaboration and its purpose within education. The collection of literature shall be based on its effects, disadvantages, and its purpose within the new curriculum. 

To conclude the paper, after analysing all literature that was gathered and discussed I will make a personal verdict. I will aim to discuss how I; an up-and-coming practitioner shall develop collaborative practice within my own pedagogy. Although, collaboration is deemed as a positive social development method it does come with its disadvantages which shall be delved deeper into within this paper.


The role of critical reflection 

An example of the necessity of critical reflection comes from a quotation from BERA:
“Good teaching, they argue, develops from interrogating one’s practice and making explicit the assumptions and values that underpin it." (BERA 2014, p20)

The quotation suggests that critical reflection is crucial when the practitioner desires progress within their practice. It alludes that one must assess and reflect on their own practice and methods before progression can be made. The quotation also adds theory into that before one can assess others , practitioners must be able to reflect on themselves.

There are various ways into which critical reflection can be applied. For instance, Graham Gibbs founded his method of reflective practice in 1988 and is based on learning from experiences (University of Edinburgh, 2020, P.1).
The method requires for one to be continuously reviewing and reflecting on one’s emotions and how they can build upon that past experience. The source describes the reflection process as having a ‘cyclic nature’, constantly going back and forth self-evaluating. (University of Edinburgh, 2020, P.1). Furthermore, Graham Gibb’s six step reflection method was elaborated from Kolb’s 1984 ‘learning cycle’. Kolb’s learning cycle is based more on experience and how we apply it. “What one has done in one’s own career to role-model the transformation of experience into knowledge” (Tomkins, volume 47, issue 2, 2015).  The source describes Kolb’s cycle as “experiential learning” which suggests that if one wishes to progress then one would seek a more experienced individual who would supply them with their expertise. 
Both of these reflective methods focus on one’s personal reflection and growth of the educator. However, Stephen Brookfield’s reflective method known as ‘the four lenses’ (The University of Sydney, March 2010), Brookfield states that we should be not only be reflecting on ourselves but our environment and those involved. The four lenses (Brookfield, 2002) are described by Brookfield as “viewing classroom practice through these four lenses helps teachers make more informed judgements and take more informed actions, in community college classrooms.” Brookfield’s reflection method could be seen as having a ‘wider scope’ in comparison to Kolb and Gibbs. Brookfield alludes that in fact the learner and our environment are just as important within the reflection period as our own. 
An example of reflecting on the learners and the environment can be found from the Welsh government. Within Wales its government has proposed a new curriculum for the year 2022 (BERA 2022, P1). The purpose of the new curriculum as BERA (2020) suggests is;
 “Providing an aims-based education, where the aims of education are to enable people to lead fulfilling personal, civic and professional lives.” 
This thought process was influenced by using Donaldson’s (2018) four purpose driver. Donaldson created four purposes that changed the Welsh curriculum with their goal as creating “successful futures for all” (BERA, 2020). A reason for the change within the curriculum could be aligned with how Wales has performed within global assessment prior. For instance, in an article written by the Senedd (2021) it was discussed that Wales has been under preforming within the international Pisa tests. Wales remains the lowest residing country in the United Kingdom and Is described to be slowly gaining progression since 2015. Wales’s response to their standpoint within the Pisa tests were: “positive, but not perfect” indicating that there was room for improvement and perhaps an element of change.
Observation – School and class context

In correlation with the BERA guidelines all: “data are kept securely, and that the form of any publication (including those published online) does not directly or indirectly lead to a breach of agreed confidentiality and anonymity.” (2018, Section 50). With correspondence to the guidelines placed, all information shall be privatised to those involved. 

The observation was held within a comprehensive school with an age range of 11-18 based in the north-west Cardiff. The comprehensive has a capacity of 1,558 students as of February 2018, Estyn (2018, p.1). The critical incident occurred in the third period on the day which began at the conclusion of first break. Estyn (2018) also expresses that the percentage of pupils eligible for free school meals is under 9% which is actually the average of 17%. Moreover, within the school just below 16% have additional learning needs which resides below the national average. Lastly, the establishment is able to attain interest levels and can apply an increasing level of challenge whilst supporting the students for them to be able to realise their full potential. 
The critical incident in relation to Donaldson’s Four Purposes
Whilst analysing the critical incident in comparison to Donaldson’s four purposes (Gov.Wales 2018, P.4). Many areas of Donaldsons four purposes interlink within the critical incident. An example for one is Donaldson’s raised importance on the progression steps and progressing and building upon within life. Gov Wales discusses that “learning should be a continuous experience, building progressively as children and young people grow and mature” (Gov Wales 2018). It states that progression steps should be identified within an area of learning and each experience should have its own unique methodology. They should be designed in ways that offer space for those who develop skills and knowledge earlier and support for those whose progress is slower. However, in some instances it is perhaps considered that the learner is putting their own progression at risk.  An article written by ‘American Psychological Association’ suggests that “Students may react to adversity by giving up, avoiding risks, or disengaging from tasks”. This implies that sometimes the progress procedure could be viewed as a mutual approach. the educator’s main focus is to create progression within the students learning but must be met with the recipient’s desire to progress. 
Professor Graham Donaldson created four ‘purposes’ within education that set a clear understanding for organised learning (Senedd Research 2021.P1). Professor Donaldson’s first purpose is being an “ambitious capable learners who are ready to learn throughout their lives” (2021. P1). The critical incident that was encountered was a class of able students who were constantly challenged through cross-curricular activities and were involved within peer support and collaboration. The focus of the critical incident was the flowing teaching method of using collaboration. The class of students were actively showing ambition and desire to succeed which would imply having elements of collaboration improves student morale and progression. By having lessons that involve social interaction it could possibly help with the element of challenging the learner. 
Marjan Laal (2012, p.1) expresses their views voicing “Collaborative learning is an educational approach to teaching and learning that involves groups of learners working together to solve a problem, complete a task, or create a product”. This suggests that the concept for collaboration is for a group of learners to come together and compile their ideas in order to complete the task at hand. However, Sheridan College (2022. P1) suggests that collaboration in some instances can be unsuccessful. They imply that there can be instances of ‘social loafing’ and discusses that students may be “Gaining credit for academic work you did not complete can result in an academic integrity breach”. This was not the only issue raised but collaboration could be seen as a method that removes the learners independent thinking. Sheridan College elaborates that “Creativity is likely to get lost when group thinking is given more precedence and importance”. The idea of collaboration is subjective to the collective group and the challenge they yet to conquer. In this instance, the class were able to apply their ambition and successfully work as a team to progress on to the next task. 
Furthermore, another positive factor for challenge using collaboration learning is that it coincides with another purpose created by Donaldson. The purpose “Healthy, confident individuals who are ready to lead fulfilling lives as valued members of society”. The objective behind the purpose is that it “aims to help children and young people to build the knowledge, understanding and skills to develop positive and appropriate relationships, deal with difficult issues and decisions”. Revisiting the critical incident, there were strong demonstrations of positive relationships and applying prior knowledge in order to have a successful collaborative effort. To add, a team report on collaboration discusses the vital roles that embody a well-functioning team (VIA Institute on Character 2013). The report insinuates that when each member is given a specific role it holds engagement levels to ensure all members remain on task.
Lastly, an element related to Donaldson’s four purposes (Senedd Research 2021.P1) that became highlighted within the observed critical incident was that it embodied “Enterprising creative contributors” (2021). Some of the statements mentioned under the heading related to the incident for instance: 
“Lead and play different roles in teams effectively and responsibly” (2021) links with current literature previously discussed. The statement given correlates with (VIA Institute on Character 2013) report on the discussion on individual roles and requirements when working in a collaborative process. Although, the successful use of collaboration is never always guaranteed and can depend on various rising factors as many literatures discuss. However, during the critical incident observed all participants showed engagement and was able to rise to the challenges set. 
Literature Review 
Theorist approach
Applying collaboration into the learning environment and lessons can have the ability to “develop generic skills, such as communication and critical thinking.” (Bentley & Warwick, P1, 2022). The quotation suggests that in fact collaboration has many positive attributes that can be carried forth into everyday events. In relation, the Welsh government (Hwb,2022) “promotes collaboration” within its new curriculum and can be seen within its framework. The framework and four purpose driver that was supplied by Professor Graham Donaldson (Donaldson ,2015) where he discusses the need for “contributors” can stem from the importance of including collaboration within study.  A theorist that supports the use of collaborative practice is Lev Vygotsky.  Vygotsky (1978) discusses the importance of collaborative based learning and even differentiation within groupings. Vygotsky uses the phrase: “collaboration with more capable peers", which suggests that student learning increases through social interactions and peer-based learning with a ‘more able individual’. In addition, Smith (1988) insinuates that individuals retain information quicker when being personally involved within the learning experience.  In correlation, theorist Jean Piaget (1959) shares similar views within using collaboration as a method of learning. Piaget (1959) and Vygotsky (1978) both insist that social interactions increase cognitive development. However, both lead individual views when discussing the type of groupings that are to be carried out.  Vygotsky (1978) deems that collaboration should be a system used to improve learners by pairing them with a more knowledgeable other. (Tudge, Jonathan & Winterhoff, Paul. 2006). Whereas Piaget (1959) notes collaboration should be a social experience, a chance to share various views and ideas within a mixed ability arrangement. (Tudge, Jonathan & Winterhoff, Paul. 2006) 
Moreover, a point raised by (Lui & Matthews, 2005, p. 392) contradicts Vygotsky (1978) and his collaboration method of learning from a more knowledgeable other. (Lui & Matthews, 2005, p. 392) discuss that having ‘a more knowledgeable other’ is often not realistic and within a group everyone shares vital roles. The point is raised that an individual has their own personal strengths and weaknesses which are often different to our peers. The statement used was that an “individual member always brings to the group a personal contribution at their own levels, and between individuals their unique contributions interchange, the collective forever amounts larger than the total number of separate individuals.” (Lui & Matthews, 2005, p. 392) This could be seen as a contradicting statement made toward Vygotsky’s (1978) theory of the zone of proximal development due to the challenge of (Lui & Matthews, 2005, p. 392). By introducing the question how we are able to determine the ‘the more knowledgeable other’ when each pupil can bring a various attribute to the table. 
Methods of grouping
Research conducted by Lejk (2006) that looks at performance rates for mixed grouping within collaboration shares their findings: “high ability students obtain considerably lower grades in mixed‐ability groups than in streamed groups whereas the reverse is the case for students at the lower end of the ability range. “Lejk (2006). In comparison, (Higgins et al., 2015; Francis et al., 2020) discusses that “mixed-ability grouping can foster greater self-confidence and attitudes towards learning, particularly among lower attaining students”.  
Although there can be many supporting literatures regarding collaboration there can be many cases who are opposed. For instance, some points raised by Jansen & Wubbels (2016) were that in fact” Most of them don’t know how to work together effectively. Some rarely share their opinions, while others defensively argue for their idea” suggesting that in some few instances collaboration could be deemed as an unsuccessful method within practice. But assessing the issues raised by Jansen & Wubbles (2016) one could assume that the predicaments that have risen could be linked to students having a lack of social skills. 
To follow up on some of the issues raised, James Herbert Shea (2018) adds that again there are factors such as students unwillingly working in groups due to them striving independently and again in some instances students will lean on the more able to complete the task. Shea (2018) suggests that students who are deemed as having low attainment levels would take an opportunity to be less present in a task that is not assessed independently. Although, one could argue that in fact the participants engagement levels are not met by the practitioner, leaving the student not at fault. It is important that all angles are being studied and accounted for when assessing the literature collected.
Research conducted by Daba et al. (2016.P.864) share that within their research they gathered that close to 28% of students were unable to be respectful to peers’ opinions. A further 34% of students were unwilling to participate which left then an opportunity for a more able student to dominate the assigned task gaining a 34% within their evidence. Daba et al (2016) describe that “poor motivation, lack of individual accountability and negative interdependence affect the implementation of group work.” This could suggest that collaboration as a practice method is not at fault but perhaps the students who are participating within the groupwork.
Links within the critical incident 
The critical incident that was observed exhibited a group of able students who were successfully participating in collaboration. The students were encouraged to work collaboratively when they had personally reached their limit. A reason as to why this method was put in place is due to the quote “It’s hard to grow when you’re stuck on your own” (Graham D. Hendry, Helen Georgiou, Hilary Lloyd, Vicky Tzioumis, Sharon Herkes & Manjula D. Sharma 2021). This quote gives a glimpse into reasonings behind why the practitioner included collaborative methods within practice. It suggests that when an individual has reached their maximum output it’s difficult to progress when they have applied current knowledge to a task. It alludes that when the student reaches their capability limit, they then need “a more knowledgeable other” (Vygotsky 1978) in order to build their knowledge in order to progress.  
The particular method that the practitioner used during the critical incident that I noticed as a key attribute was “I do, we do, you do”. This method personally, worked favourably and had positive results which helped the flow of the session.  Killian (2021) explains the benefits of the teaching method and expresses that it serves as a 3-step process. Step one requires nurturing through the modelling of the practitioner serving as a guide. Step two becomes a collaborative process through students as they begin to share and build on the process together. Lastly, step three requires the student to attempt on their own, so it is then clear to see the students individual progress and level. Killian (2021) emphasises the favouring of this method by stating that it allows practitioners to “nurture self-efficiency “and due to its gradual independent approach, it helps reduce stress and anxiety within the education environment.



Evaluation / review
Applying collaboration to the classroom and within lessons in my personal opinion, is a necessary focus within everyday learning.  It serves as the main drive when ensuring student progression due to its social nature. Most literature related to the teaching method is positive and is even supported by the new Welsh curriculum (Hwb 2022). Although, within the literature discussed previously there can be challenges when implicating collaboration within the learning environment. Many of the challenges within the research conducted seem to be categorised within the same areas. This could suggest that perhaps there will always be these repeated depictions surrounding collaborative learning how we approach them depends on numerous factors. For instance, after reflecting on the literature that was mentioned in the paper I, as a hopeful practitioner would agree with the method of Vygotsky (1978) “collaboration with more capable peers" as I do believe that creating a mixed ability group can have strong foundations and builds on peer-to-peer learning. Furthermore, by including ‘a more capable peer’ this may influence those who are struggling to engage and contribute to a positive learning environment. 
However, by making direct connections to the Welsh curriculum requirements and what is expected for me as a practitioner to enforce within the classroom conclusions can be drawn. Studying the Hwb (2022) guidelines that discuss the new Welsh curriculum it discusses the importance of ‘cross-curricular skills of literacy, numeracy, and digital competence”. Within my future practice it’s important that these are included within planning and pedagogy. Studying an article written by Wavehill (2019) that breakdowns the feedback analysis on the new Welsh curriculum and insinuates there are a few areas that could receive some more attention. For instance, as we are currently within the 21st century and increasing progression within the digital world. Homing in on a direct ‘what matters statement’ provided by Hwb (2022) the curriculum states that “computation is the foundation for our digital world.” This indicates that all students require the necessary tutoring within this element and would have me questioning the importance of including digital competency within collaboration and even aspects within lessons. As a hopeful practitioner I will try to incorporate this either with a participant who could be deemed as the “more knowledgeable other” (Vygotsky 1978) or by including it within cross- curricular activities. 

Conclusion 
In conclusion to this paper, the critical incident that I observed on the effectiveness of collaborative learning has a majority of positive based literature that supports its critical role within education. In contrast, there were a few instances raised where not all team members were involved in discussion and workload. This led to some teams having ‘loafers’ who simply rode on the tails of the hardworking. As explored methods can be put in place in order to have a mixed ability groups that offer student support.
The information collected regarding collaborative based learning is vast and is global. However, a point that is to be made is that from the literature that was collected on collaboration differs its opinion when examining their date of publish. To my personal knowledge, many of the positive literature seem so have an earlier publish date to that which is opposed. This could suggest that as we are progressing and reflecting on past methods perhaps issues are now starting to rise to the surface. Within the next century there is reason to believe after reflecting on current methods issues will arise from these and more reflection will be needed in order to progress.
With a final verdict, I believe when collaboration is used methodologically it can have successful outcomes .Many studies found it was successful in attainment and a driving force for student satisfaction. For instance, Nichols states “Challenge Based Learning is collaborative and hands-on, asking students to work with peers, teachers, and experts in their communities and around the world to ask good questions, develop deeper subject area knowledge, accept, and solve challenges, take action, and share their experience” (Nichols & Cator, 2008, p. 1).
similarly, in the critical incident that was witnessed the practitioner within the critical incident used collaboration to their advantage and all participants were engaged and on task. Applying my personal judgement, I would say using collaboration successfully has many variables. Some can include lesson topic, student engagement and pedagogy of the practitioner. Moreover, in alignment to the new Welsh curriculum (Hwb 2022) the curriculum expresses its importance on having “enterprising, creative contributors who: connect and apply their knowledge and skills to create ideas and products” and “Ethical, informed citizens who: respect the needs and rights of others, as a member of a diverse society” (Hwb 2022). 
Collaboration links exceptionally well with the new Welsh curriculum (Hwb 2022) and I believe it’s a strong driver within student progression and social interaction. 
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