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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  

The introduction of the Welsh Government’s new digital competence framework (DCF) is one 

of the most significant changes in the new Welsh curriculum (Donaldson, 2015).  When the 

framework was launched in 2016 Kirsty Williams, Education Secretary, said “this radical new 

approach is about embedding digital skills and knowledge in everything our pupils do as they 

progress through school” (Welsh Government, 2016).  However, present research into the 

benefits of computer use in school remains mixed, with many studies identifying negative 

outcomes with increased computer use (OECD, 2015).   

This research examines a critical incident observed in a Year 8 lesson in a school in South 

Wales, where laptops were used by learners for activities unrelated to the task.  This non-

productive activity subsequently impacted on the quality of learning in the lesson.   

The critical incident has been reflected upon by the researcher, alongside detailed analysis of 

academic literature in order to identify potential next steps for teaching and learning.  This 

reflective approach has been widely recognised as being an important component of effective 

teaching, with reflection forming a key part of the new professional standards for teaching and 

leadership in Wales (Hwb, 2019a). 

The approach of using a critical incident as the focus of detailed research was pioneered by 

Tripp (2012) and provides the researcher with well-defined topic areas to complete further 

research.  The critical incident selected has been reflected upon using the Assisted Reflective 

Conclusions (ARC) model (see Appendix 2).  The capture and subsequent structured 

reflection of critical incidents assisted the researcher in identifying potential causes of the 

critical incident and further areas for evaluation. 

As well as the impact that digital technology can have in the classroom, this assignment also 

examines how classroom seating arrangements can impact learning; and the use of 

assessment for learning.  In the Conclusion section, this assignment proposes some potential 

ideas which could be beneficial in future lessons. 
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Observation 

School and Class Context 

The lesson observations discussed within this assignment were conducted at a large 

secondary school located in a city in South Wales.  This is a mixed gender English medium 

school that provides key stage 3, 4 and 5 education with an age range of 11-19 years.  The 

pupil population in the school is approximately 1700, including around 350 in the sixth form. 

According to mylocalschool.gov.wales (2019), in 2018, 6.5 % of the pupils in the school were 

eligible for free school meal, which is well below the national average for Wales of 16.6 %.   

In the most recent Estyn Report (Estyn, 2018) the school was judged to be Excellent in all five 

inspection areas.  The school is also in the GREEN support category and is a pioneer school, 

working with Welsh Government, and other schools, to develop the new curriculum in Wales. 

For the purposes of this assignment, the placement school will be referred to as school x in 

accordance with good practice guidance for the completion of educational research (BERA, 

2018). 

Methodology 

This research has been completed following the observation of Year 8 lessons at school x.  

Cohen, Manion & Morrison (2011) provide much detail regarding the benefits of observation 

as a method of gathering information.  By capturing what is taking place in situ, rather than 

relying on second-hand accounts from participants, observation can be considered more 

reliable.  Observations in an educational environment allows the researcher to capture 

information on the physical setting; the learners’ behaviour; how learners interact between 

themselves and with the teacher; and the pedagogical approach used by the teacher. 

Observations can be classified as being structured or unstructured (or anywhere in between 

on this continuum).  A structured observation will have pre-defined areas of focus.  In 

structured observations, a hypothesis is already decided, and the observation focuses on this 

predetermined area.  A potential pitfall of structured observation is that there is a risk that 

conscious or unconscious bias can impact the results, when the researcher already has a 

hypothesis in mind. In contrast, an unstructured observation is considerably less clear about 

what is being looked for.  Unstructured observations can be considered “hypothesis 

generating” whereas structured observations are “hypothesis testing”. (Cohen, Manion & 

Morrison, 2011) 
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The researcher for this assignment used a predominantly unstructured observation approach 

where the areas for deeper research appeared through completing the observations 

themselves.   

In conducting this research, the observations completed have identified critical incidents for 

further analysis.  Tripp (2012) advocates the critical incident approach to analysing classroom 

observations.  A critical incident does not need to be a significant or unsafe event, but it should 

be important or relevant.  It can refer to an event that impacts a number of learners or one 

individual. The identification, deep reflection and analysis of critical incidents provides 

increased understanding of the learning, and allows for development of a response strategy 

to improve learning in the future.   

Observations for this research have been completed using an observation field notes template 

that has been adapted from the work completed by Fletcher Wood (2016). These field notes 

provide a step by step pro-forma to focus on classroom culture; lesson objectives; direction; 

access and challenge; assessment; and capturing critical incidents / moments during a lesson.  

This simple approach to lesson observation was considered appropriate for this study where 

the researcher had limited previous experience of classroom observation.   

Following the lesson observation, the researcher reflected on the critical incidents identified. 

It is important that reflections following observations are completed systematically in order to 

be able to plan an appropriate response (Tripp, 2012).  Therefore, the Assisted Reflective 

Conclusions (ARC) Model (see Appendix 2) of reflection has been used in this work to further 

analyse the identified critical incidents.  This activity allowed the researcher the confirm the 

aspects of the critical incident that would be examined in more detail. Further detail on this 

approach to reflection can be found in the Reflection, Evaluation & Next Steps section of this 

assignment.  

The observations completed for this assignment were predominantly completed as non-

participant observation.  This observation technique involves the researcher watching the 

participants of the study without taking an active role in the lesson.  This approach was 

preferred in order to capture the behaviours of the participants as they would normally behave. 

Whilst the non-participant approach should limit any change in behaviour, a risk remains that 

the mere presence of the observer can result in participants behaving differently.  This effect 

is known as the Hawthorne effect (Payne & Payne, 2004).  It may be possible to lessen this 

effect by observing via an unobtrusive video camera.  However, for this research this was not 

practical and could still potentially result in a change of behaviour in the participants. 
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It is recognised that other observation strategies could have been utilised for this research and 

in this section these strategies will be briefly discussed. 

Classroom dynamics can be assessed and analysed through the construction of a sociogram.  

This technique provides a graphical representation showing pupil’s interactions and friendship 

groups.  They can be particularly useful to test a perception that a particular child is isolated 

in the class.  However, this technique can provide only limited evidence of the social 

relationships in a class.  Whilst a sociogram may show which children are interacting, it does 

not provide any information on the quality of those interactions. In addition, this approach can 

be unreliable as children’s friendships frequently change (Papatheodorou, Luff and Gill, 2011).  

The construction of a sociogram can be considered a structured observation method (Cohen, 

Manion & Morrison, 2011).  To produce an accurate sociogram the researcher would need to 

decide on this approach before entering the lesson.  This can lead to the researcher missing 

potentially other interesting activity during the observation.  Therefore, this approach was not 

used for this assignment. 

Furthermore, another alternative observation and reflection method considered was the use 

of Vignettes.  Vignettes are an effective method of assessing beliefs, attitudes, perceptions 

and norms within social science.  Finch (1987), describes Vignettes as short stories, in written 

or pictorial form, about hypothetical characters on which participants can offer opinion or 

comment.  For the purposes of this assignment, the use of Vignettes to capture information 

was not deemed appropriate. 

Critical incident linked to Donaldson’s Four Purposes 

The critical incident that is evaluated and analysed within this assignment occurred in a Year 

8, classroom based, Physical Education (P.E.) lesson.  The topic being covered in the lesson 

was hydration.  In the lesson, the main task for pupils was to work in small groups to first, 

prepare a script, and then record this script as a video.  This required the use of laptops to 

conduct research; produce the script; and to film the final video. 

The classroom was set up with a series of tables which each sat 4-5 pupils.  The way in which 

the learners were sat resulted in approximately half of the class having their back to the 

teacher whilst he was addressing the whole class. 

At the start of the lesson the learners were asked to each retrieve a laptop and to log-on to 

the system.  The teacher then proceeded to explain the task to the class.  However, many of 

the learners were primarily focussed on the laptops, whilst the teacher was explaining the task.  

When the task commenced it became clear that the majority of learners did not understand 
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what was required to be completed and made little progress in the lesson. Throughout the 

lesson a number of learners continued to use the laptops for online activities which did not 

relate to the task. 

In order to demonstrate the potential criticality of this incident, I will demonstrate how it links 

to one of the four purposes detailed in the Welsh Government Successful Futures report 

(Donaldson, 2015). 

• Ambitious, capable learners who: 

o use digital technologies creatively to communicate, find and analyse 

information 

o undertake research and evaluate critically what they find 

The lesson where the critical incident occurred had the potential to improve the learners’ skills 

in using digital technology and to undertake research. 

Literature Review 

The critical incident described above has a number of areas that could be considered for 

potential further analysis and research.  This review will focus on the following three areas in 

detail: 

• The use of digital technology. 

• Appropriate seating arrangements. 

• Assessment for learning – making sure that the learners understand the task. 

The use of digital technology  

The critical incident under review occurred in a class where all learners were using laptops 

throughout the lesson.   

In Successful Futures, Donaldson (2015) repeatedly returns to the importance of embedding 

digital technology into the learning.  In fact, the word “digital” appears 68 times within the 

document, making it the sixth most common word used.  This demonstrates the increasing 

focus that there will be in Wales in this area.  Figure 1 shows a word cloud created to show 

the most commonly used 36 words in Successful Futures.  Word cloud software can review a 

text and create an image where the more a word appears in the source text, the bigger it will 

appear in the cloud. 
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Figure 1 – Word Cloud created to show most common words used in Successful Futures 

(created using www.wordclouds.com) 

Research regarding the benefits of increasing the use of digital technology in the classroom 

does not currently provide conclusive answers.   

Extensive work by Underwood (2009) demonstrated that the integrated use of technology in 

education can lead to measurable positive outcomes including 14 additional GCSE points.  In 

addition, Waghid and Waghid (2016) state that using digital technology in the classroom can 

serve to bring improved levels of excitement, interaction and sharing amongst learners. 

However, there are also a number of studies which suggest that increased use of digital 

devices in the classroom can lead to potentially negative effects.  The most thorough study to 

date was completed by the OECD (2015).  This international comparison showed that whilst 

moderate computer use in school resulted in marginally improved outcomes, more frequent 

use led to learners doing a lot worse in most learning outcomes. 

Hembrooke & Gay (2003) studied two groups of university students who received the same 

lectures where one group could use their laptops during lectures and the other group had to 

http://www.wordclouds.com/
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keep their laptops closed.  This showed that students with open laptops during lectures 

achieved lower scores in subsequent testing compared to students who kept the laptops 

closed.  Other research has found similar results suggesting that a higher frequency of 

computer use can result in suppressed test scores (Wainer et al, 2008).  In both of these 

studies, learners were free to use their computers as they wanted which could result in use 

that had no educational benefit (e.g. using social media). 

Jalil & Sabir (2019) researched mobile phone usage during higher education lectures.  The 

use of mobile phones was found to be causing significant distraction to learning with over half 

of students sending text messages and a sixth playing online games during lectures.  This 

research again demonstrates that the uncontrolled use of technology can lead to learners 

spending time distracted from their studies.  This is further demonstrated by research by Aaron 

& Lipton (2018) who found that learner performance decreases when devices are used for 

non-educational purposes during lessons.   

The review of literature suggests that whilst the use of digital technology in education can yield 

positive effects, these effects will be diminished, or lost altogether, if lessons are not structured 

in a way that ensures that learners are using technology productively. In the critical incident 

being examined, the temptation of using the laptops for non-educational purposes proved to 

be too much of a distraction for the learners to properly listen to the teacher when he was 

explaining the task for the lesson. 

It is argued by Seemiller (2017) that a “no-devices policy” in the classroom, except where the 

technology is being used as part of a learning task, reduces distraction and enhances learning.  

When considering the critical incident under review in this assignment, there may have been 

an opportunity to avoid any use of digital devices in the period before they were required for 

the learning task. 

Finally, what is being taught in terms of digital competence needs to be considered.  It is not 

possible to know what new technology may appear in the coming decades, but history tells us 

that becoming competent in today’s technology will not necessarily prepare learners for 

tomorrow’s.  Larry Sanger (2011), co-founder of Wikipedia, has commented that in 1985, when 

he was 17 years old, he spent a large amount of time being taught how to use BASIC 

programming language and WordPerfect word processing.  However, by 1991 when Singer 

entered employment both BASIC and WordPerfect had been superseded.  

It could be argued that it is therefore important that the DCF focusses on skills and knowledge 

that will likely stand the test of time.  This means focussing more on areas such as living in an 
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online world, and staying safe on social media.  Focussing on improving young learners’ ability 

on today’s software, may prove to be of limited value by the time the learners enter 

employment. 

A significant proportion of the “elements” in the current iteration of the DCF (Hwb, 2019b) do 

focus on skills that will likely impact learners, and the wider public, for the foreseeable future.  

The “Citizenship” and “Interacting and Collaborating” elements provide an excellent basis to 

equip learners with the knowledge to navigate the digital world.  However, there remain some 

parts of the “Producing” and “Data and computational thinking” elements that focus on 

developing skills, using current software, that are perhaps unlikely to be as relevant to 

employers in ten years time. 

Finally, the findings of this literature review may also pose some further questions for schools 

in terms of how “wearable” devices should be managed in the future to avoid digital distraction.  

Globally, sales of smartwatches are currently doubling every year (Statistica, 2019) and whilst 

not an imminent risk, when we look further into the future, it is forecast that “smartglasses” will 

become more prevalent.  In 5-10 years it may be difficult to ascertain whether a learner is 

wearing normal eyeglasses, or glasses than offer online connectivity. 

 

Figure 2 – Intel Vaunt smartglasses which allow connectivity to Mobile Phone notifications 

(The Verge, 2018) 

Appropriate seating arrangements  

The critical incident under review occurred in a class where the seating arrangements resulted 

in almost half of the learners having their back to the teacher when he was addressing the 

class.   
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Rogers (2007) states that seating arrangements in a classroom are often a contributory factor 

to classroom noise level and the amount of time learners spend focussed on the task.  The 

classroom in primarily a learning community and getting the seating arrangements right can 

improve levels of attainment. 

Furthermore, research by Walder (2018) surveying teachers found that 63 % of teachers find 

a structured seating plan to be an effective technique to managing learners.  The majority of 

these teachers stated that they always ensured that nobody had their back to them when they 

were addressing the whole class.  Figure 3 below shows a plan of the classroom where the 

critical incident took place.  Eleven learners had their back to the teacher with an additional 

seven being side on to teacher.  The teacher remained generally static when addressing the 

whole class. 

 

Figure 3 – plan of classroom showing seats where learners not facing the teacher 

Other literature suggests that there are benefits in situating learners in an orientation where 

they face each other.  It is argued that this can help to encourage peer interaction supporting 

the development of communication, problem solving and collaboration skills (Oliver & 

Kostouro, 2014) 

Therefore, the best style of seating plan, proposed by Bennett (2013), which ensures that all 

learners are facing the teacher when required but also facilitates group work, could be to sit 

learners in rows facing the front.  All learners are naturally facing the teacher when direct 

teaching is taking place, but it is also easy for learners to turn around and work in groups with 

the learners behind them. 
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Assessment for learning – making sure that the leaners understand the task 

In the critical incident under review, many of the learners did not fully understand the task set 

for them to complete.  This led to delays in the learners making any progress in the lesson.  

Assessment for learning (also known as formative assessment) is the process that teachers 

and learners use to identify the progress being made in learning.  This information is then used 

to respond in order to enhance learning further (Cowie & Bell, 1999) 

One of the key actions associated with an approach that embraces an assessment for learning 

approach is to use assessment to understand what the learners are actually learning, with a 

view to adapting the teaching methods used (Wiliam, 2018). 

Wiliam (2018) demonstrates the benefits of “minute-by-minute” assessment for learning which 

can result in substantial improvements in learner achievement.  He goes on to describe the 

importance of understanding and clarifying the learning intentions and success criteria for a 

lesson or topic.  One approach suggested is to develop the learning intentions through “co-

construction” with the learners.  This approach can provide the teacher with greater certainty 

that the learners understand what it is that they need to do next. 

Hattie (2009) found that the quality of instruction was the second most powerful teaching 

factor.  Through checking understanding and clarifying and reiterating the requirements, 

teachers can ensure that all learners understand the task and can get on with it. 

Finally, Cowley (2010) discusses the importance of being highly specific about every action 

that is expected from the learners in a lesson.  Without giving exact details of what is required, 

and checking back that the learners understand the requirements, learners will end up having 

to work out the requirements on their own.  

In the critical incident being discussed in this assignment, the approaches described above 

were not witnessed. This may explain why many of the learners lacked clarity on what they 

needed to do when that main lesson task commenced. 

Reflection / Evaluation & Next Steps 

As discussed in the Observation section of this assignment, the critical incidents identified 

during the observations were subsequently reflected upon in detail. 

It is important that reflections are completed in a structured and timely manner to ensure 

maximum recall of any events that took place. Maksimovic & Osmanovic (2018) state that 
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reflective practice, and taking subsequent action on the conclusions, is a critical factor in 

improving teaching quality. 

Gibbs (1988), described reflection as a never-ending cyclic process where continuous 

improvement can be delivered through continuous review and reflection.  Figure 4 below 

shows a representation of this cycle detailing the five key steps to improvement. 

 

Figure 4 – Graphical representation of Gibbs reflective cycle (University of Edinburgh, 2019) 

For this research the ARC model of reflection was utilised (see Appendix 2). This approach 

allows the observer to follow a simple process to evaluate a critical incident.  The five key 

steps in this reflective process are as follows: 

• Describing the critical incident. 

• Describing how the experience made the observer feel. 

• Assessing the context. 

• Evaluating and analysing the critical incident. 

• Summarising the learning from the analysis completed and identifying potential next 

steps. 

The ARC model provides a platform for observers to focus in on individual critical incidents 

and quickly identify actions that could be implemented to improve. 

Completed copies of the observation field notes and ARC reflection sheets from four observed 

lessons can be found in the Appendices 1 & 2. 
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Brookfield (2017) describes an alternative approach to reflection where teachers can reflect 

on their practice through four different lenses as described below: 

• Students Eyes.   

• Colleagues Perceptions.   

• Personal Experience.   

• Theory. 

The Brookfield four lenses, described above provides an excellent framework for existing 

teachers to reflect, analyse and improve on their teaching.  Whilst not directly aligned for use 

by a non-participant observer, as part of this research, the critical incident has also been 

reviewed using the four lenses approach.  See Appendix 3. 

Following detailed reflection and review of the theorical literature, this research has identified 

some areas where increased effectiveness may be possible through the implementation of 

the following suggestions.  It is noted that this research is based upon a very small snapshot 

of time of the Year 8 education at school x.  Therefore if any of these suggestions were to be 

taken forward it would be prudent to complete further observations to confirm the conclusions 

of this research. 

Suggestion 1 – utilisation of digital devices 

As discussed in the Literature Review section, allowing access to digital devices at a time 

when learners are supposed to be listening to their teacher can lead to a reduction in learner 

focus and understanding.  In the future, it may be beneficial to ensure that all digital devices 

are switched off / laptop screens closed when the teacher requires the attention of the class.  

This could greatly increase the likelihood of learners giving their undivided attention to the 

teacher when he/she is addressing the whole class. 

In addition, school x, and the wider secondary school community in Wales, may want to 

consider the preferred approach to managing the increasing prevalence and functionality 

associated with wearable digital devices (watches, glasses etc). 

Suggestion 2 – seating plan review 

The seating plan in the class where the critical incident occurred resulted in multiple learners 

having their back to the teacher when he was addressing the whole class.  Whilst the seating 

plan did potentially facilitate group working, it may be helpful to review the layout of the seating 

plan to ensure that when required, learners can all face the teacher. 
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Suggestion 3 – Confirming and Clarifying the Task  

Another aspect of the critical incident was that many of the learners did not understand what 

the task for the lesson was.  The reasons for distraction are discussed within suggestions 1 

and 2, but there may have been an opportunity for the teacher to spend some time confirming 

and clarifying the task with the whole class before letting the main task commence.  In future, 

it may be advantageous to use Assessment for Learning techniques to test the learners 

understanding of the task before they commence the work. 

Conclusion 

This research utilised unstructured, non-participant observations to identify a critical incident 

for further reflection, analysis and evaluation.  The key areas examined were: 

• The use of digital technology. 

• Appropriate seating arrangements. 

• Assessment for learning – making sure that the learners understand the task. 

For each of these three areas, reflection alongside review of the academic literature has 

allowed for the development of suggested alternative approaches that could prove successful 

in future.  This research and learning has been highly beneficial to the author of this 

assignment and has provoked much deeper thought into the best approach to take in teaching 

and learning. 

The new professional standards for teaching and leadership in Wales were published in 

September 2017.  A significant element of these professional standards are to allow 

practitioners to reflect on their practice (Hwb, 2019a).  This assignment has provided the 

researcher with the opportunity to begin to hone their knowledge and skills related to reflective 

practice before commencing on the first Professional Teaching Experience placement.  These 

skills will undoubtedly prove highly useful in the coming months and also for the rest of my 

career in teaching. 
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