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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.


Teaching is a complex profession requiring theoretical underpinning to every action, and every plan (Gibbs, 2002; Krokfors et al., 2011; Donaldson, 2015). To supplement the theory, teaching should be research-based, research-informed, evaluative and reflective (Donaldson, 2015; Webster and Whelen, 2019). Arguably, the ability to reflect upon oneself in terms of performance and outcome is the most important skill in teaching (Webster and Whelen, 2019). At this current time, education in Wales is undergoing huge change in the form of a curriculum reform. The new curriculum, based upon recommendations from Graham Donaldson (2015) and his work Successful Futures. This assignment will investigate and analyse one observed critical incident (Tripp, 2012), relating back to Donaldson’s (2015) four purposes of education alongside literature. Furthermore, the assignment will suggest recommendations for future practice and discuss the role of critical reflection using models from Schön (1991) and  Kolb (1984).

The observation took place in a primary school located in a small town in South Wales. The school is a Roman Catholic faith school which serves children from across the Vale of Glamorgan. The primary school currently has 222 pupils on roll across seven single-aged classes with a single form entry. There is a nursery on site which shares a building with an external additional learning needs (ALN) unit. The school is in an affluent area of South Wales and this is highlighted in statistics – the number of pupils receiving free school meals (FSM) is below the national average at 12.1% (reference omitted to ensure anonymity) . The school received a rating ‘Good’ for current performance and ‘Good’ for prospects in improvement, in their last inspection by Estyn (reference omitted to ensure anonymity). The school is a pioneer school for the new curriculum and is working closely with Impact Wales throughout their transition (reference omitted to ensure anonymity). The witnessed critical incident occurred in an observation within a Year 2, foundation phase class of approximately 30 children. Within the class there is one child who is classified as English as an Additional Language (EAL) and one child who is classed as ALN for autistic spectrum condition. It is unknown as to how many of the children are FSM. 

A critical incident can be described as a seemingly insignificant occurrence or behaviour within the classroom which can be critically analysed to become more significant (Tripp, 2012). The critical incident concerned a Year 2 pupil in the aforementioned school. The learner was displaying traits of a more able and talented (MAT) pupil. They were disengaged from the teacher input and became disruptive. Suggested reasons, implications and solutions will be discussed further in this assignment.

The critical incident was observed using a case-study observation methodology. This method of research consists of data gathered by a researcher directly recording behaviours displayed by participants (Kumar, 2019). The observation was conducted as a non-participant, overt method of observation. This involved the observer being known to the pupils in the class as well as the teacher. The class teacher was aware of the observation, what the observer(s) were looking for and the purpose of the observation. However, the children did not know for what they were being observed for, or why they were being observed, just that they were.  A weakness of this model is that the teacher could display social desirability bias,  whereby they are fully aware of the situation and therefore modify their behaviour to reflect what they believe is desirable (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2002; Kaminska and Foulsham, 2013). Despite the possible weakness, it can be suggested that the method used is the most appropriate as the children were the participants being observed and they were unaware of the research. Furthermore, the nature of the observation was to witness a critical incident to analyse further and this would be largely unaffected by social desirability bias. 

This method of research is a cross-sectional snapshot observation; the observation is reflective of the behaviours displayed at one particular point in time. Therefore, the displayed behaviour – the critical incident – can only be generalisable to that particular pupil, at that particular point of their schooling (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2002; Tripp, 2012; Kumar, 2019). However, to conduct a longitudinal study would be inappropriate for the observation of a critical incident due to the nature of such. The findings and conclusions drawn for the incident can only be hypothetically applied to the specific observed behaviour.

A significant limitation of the observational method is the Hawthorne effect. Although this is similar to social desirability bias, it is more profound. The Hawthorne effect is whereby the individuals who are being observed change their behaviour because they are being observed (Diaper, 1990; Sedgewick and Greenwood, 2015). This is not necessarily ‘positive’ behaviour change which defines social desirability bias (Kaminska and Foulsham, 2013). The pupils in the observed lesson knew they were being observed having been informed by their teacher. Furthermore, there were three known observers in the classroom writing on clipboards, a constant visual reminder for the pupils. These factors could contribute significantly to the Hawthorne effect. 

The data collected was a qualitative written prose of information gathered in the observation. Both strengths and weaknesses of the data type arise. From the use of qualitative data, more depth and detail can be recorded into the critical incident. However, the use of qualitative over quantitative data can lead to less objectivity and show subjectivity from the researcher (Cohen, Manion and Morisson, 2002). Furthermore, the assignment required an Assisted Reflective Conclusions (ARC) model (Appendix X), within which thoughts and feelings are recorded. This creates an emotive element to the observation which could create further bias in subjectivity (Cochran and Rubin, 1973). 

This assignment has focussed on Donaldson’s pedagogical recommendations written in the Successful Futures report (2015). within the report, a recommendation is made that all practice should be ‘evidence-based’ upon best, shared practice from across Wales, and indeed, the world. Evidence is wholly dependent on research, without research, there would be no evidence to draw on. This supports the importance of observational research being conducted across schools. Furthermore, Graham Donaldson (2015) suggested the new curriculum for Wales incorporates four core purposes to develop: 
“ambitious, capable learners ready to learn throughout their lives;
enterprising, creative contributors ready to play a full part in life and work;
healthy, confident individuals ready to lead fulfilling lives as valued members of society;
ethical, informed citizens ready to be citizens of Wales and the world.”
(Donaldson, 2015 pg. 29)

From observation, there are two clear defined links to these four purposes, these are ‘capable’ and ‘confident’. However, through further analysis, it is evident there are more links to Donaldson’s (2015) four purposes. The four purposes are umbrella terms with several, more specific examples of what the individual should be able to achieve. These allowed for more insight into the potential links. These links will be discussed further at the appropriate points during the assignment.

The constructivist theory of learning is particularly relevant when discussing the critical incident – it delves into knowledge acquisition and therefore allows for conclusions to be made on how to best support a MAT child. Despite the theory being largely developed throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, it is still researched and debated upon in current literature (Piaget, 1954, McPhail, 2015).  This theory suggests that everyone is born with an innate base of knowledge which can be described as the foundation to the individuals lifetime accumulation of knowledge and understanding of the world (Schraw, 2006).  Constructivists go on to suggest that all acquired knowledge is built upon to existing, prior knowledge (Alexander and Winne, 2006). 

Psychosocial research has begun to gain biological underpinning in the form of neuroscience. This research gains insight into the theory of memory formation. When a learner acquires new learning through knowledge acquisition or cognitive engagement the information is stored into the short-term memory. The information is then processed through the hippocampus whereby if the new information is deemed to be of value, sent onto the long-term memory, ready to be accessed when needed (Bear et al., 2015). Memory of both knowledge and experiences vary between each individual occurrence. If a memory has stronger emotive hold or is of a significant value to the individual, the longer the memory will last (Schraw, 2006). A particular theory of constructivism focuses on active engagement. This involves the process of using concrete materials or physically completing a task to solve a cognitive problem. Active engagement is a process which uses more neurons in the brain to complete the task, which in turn commits more information to long-term memory (Bear et al., 2015). Furthermore, it is theorised that the interaction between cognition and life experience creates meaning to the knowledge acquisition and therefore creates longer lasting, emotive memories (Bodner, 1986; Bear et al., 2015; MacBlain and Gray, 2015).

Both the psychological and biological research into the constructivist theories can give insight for a teacher into how their pupils learn. Furthermore, to implement Donaldson’s (2015) core principles, the teacher must have knowledge of how their pupils learn. This knowledge enables the teacher to facilitating the learning of all pupils- promoting knowledge acquisition and ensuring information retention. This theory of learning can be useful in its application to MAT pupils. There is research to suggest that in some instances, the more able pupils are not making the same level of progress as their lesser able peers (Smith, 2005; Smith and Campbell, 2016). This could be due to the fact that the more able pupils are being over-looked because they are achieving national standards with ease and the teacher feels they must bring the rest of the class up to national standard (Goodhew, 2009). Another possible reason for the lesser progress could be due to challenge from the task, encouragement from the teacher or a lack of motivation from the MAT pupil to learn (Campbell, 2016; Bakx, 2019). 

Piaget (1954) theorises that to gain conceptual understanding of new information, the individual must establish equilibration. This is the balance between internal cognition and external input. To learn, an individual must be in dis-equilibration. The imbalance is what stimulates interest and motivation into understanding the concept and strive for the equilibration. If the new information or concept does not create enough dis-equilibration, this will create too little cognitive stimulation, therefore reducing the amount of information being stored into the long-term memory (Bear et al., 2015). This supports the statements of more able pupils making lesser progress than their peers (Smith, 2005; Smith and Campbell, 2016). Therefore, it can be suggested that teachers must be aware of the cognitive processes their pupils are undergoing to ensure they are best facilitating the learning, and information recall, for their pupils (Nuthall and Alton-Lee, 1990; Gibbs, 2002).

Studies have shown that up to 50% of high ability pupils don’t reach their full academic potential (Morisano and Shore, 2010). A lack of motivation among high ability pupils is one suggested reason as to why this is the case (Driessen et al., 2007). A theory of motivation that can be applied in relevance to the critical incident is the self-determination theory (SDT) (Ryan and Deci, 2001). SDT theorises that teaching should support the needs of the pupils to both gain and maintain motivation towards their learning (Stroet et al., 2013). Furthermore, SDT describes three basic psychological needs: relatedness, autonomy and competence. These three needs must be supported to ensure pupils are motivated to learn (Ryan and Deci, 2006). Hornstra (et al., 2015) suggests that the high ability pupils will have ‘specific educational needs’ to their peers therefore teachers can find it challenging to support these pupils in relation to their autonomic needs. 

Another theory for amotivation is due to a fixed mindset (Dweck, 2013). Research has shown that a view of intelligence as a fixed trait can be a significant contributor to a lack of motivation. This can be enhanced through praise for academic achievement. However, if a pupil is praised for cognitive processes rather than the outcome, this can create a view that intelligence is a changeable trait, therefore, resulting in more motivation and a ‘growth mindset’ (Haimovitz and Dweck, 2017). This can be related in context to the critical incident, and can be seen as a significant theory when considering how to best support a disengaged, unmotivated, high ability pupil. The amotivation of a pupil has strong links to Donaldson’s (2015) core purposes. Under the umbrella term of ambitious capable learners, lies a point about pupils actively seeking challenge. If a pupil is unmotivated for learning, it could be said that they should be introduced to the concept of independence in seeking out challenge for themselves. This could be a key solution to achieving Donaldson’s (2015) purposes and progressing the individuals learning and development.

Another key factor of the critical incident could be said to be the behavioural issues that arose through the disengagement and amotivation of the pupil. It can be suggested that boredom is a key contributor to these issues (Welsh Government, 2010; Cowley, 2014). Classrooms are experiencing more frequent low-level disruptions as the most significant behavioural issue and research suggest that this is due to a combination of amotivation and boredom (Watkins and Wagner, 2000; Cowley, 2014). Canter (2010) suggests that the boredom arises through a lack of stimulation in the school environment compared to technology-based recreational activities. It could be suggested that multiple methods should be used to enhance engagement in the task (Van Der Meij and De Jong, 2006) However, a learning environment that consists of too much stimuli can distract the pupil from the task given. If the classroom has too many displays and activities set out waiting, the pupil could easily become overwhelmed therefore not fully engaging with the teacher (Dixon et al., 2006). This could be observed in the critical incident, the MAT pupil was reaching up and grabbing at items close to them which were not involved in that part of the lesson, and part of the continuous provision. This highlights the relevance and potential application of (Dixon et al., 2006) research into the classroom environment and pupil engagement,  Although it would seem obvious to increase the stimuli present in learning activities, this is not always appropriate or possible, therefore the use of target setting can be a vital strategy to motivate pupils and in turn, reduce low level disruption (Cowley, 2014). 

Despite target setting being presented as a successful solution to combat amotivation and boredom, they have several weaknesses and potential to be unsuccessful. Targets must be set at the appropriate level for the individual – a target set as either too easy, or too difficult, for a pupil will act as a demotivator (Duda and Nicholls, 1992). This can prove to be a challenge for the class teacher (Perry et al., 2018). Furthermore, the type of target set must be appropriate for the individual learner’s needs. For example, a MAT pupil would not benefit from an attainment target, rather so a process or behavioural target (Morisano and Shore, 2010; Archer, 2018). As mentioned earlier, the MAT pupil may have a view of intelligence that it is fixed and perhaps is over-confident in their cognitive abilities (Haimovitz and Dweck, 2017). If a teacher were to set an attainment target, that perhaps would not stimulate any challenge or motivation, therefore, the benefit of target setting would not be presented in this scenario (Duda and Nicholls, 1992).

A strategy closely linked with target setting is the use of a rewards system. Rewards can be said to be particularly useful when trying to motivate a disengaged pupil and come hand in hand with target setting (Dweck, 2007; Cowley, 2014; Payne, 2015). The pupil discussed in the critical incident was showing behaviours of an individual who is not intrinsically motivated and needed extrinsic motivation. A disruptive behaviour displayed by the individual was to ‘shout-out’ to the teacher to gain confirmation and praise. Therefore, it could be suggested that the pupil was completing their learning activities to gain the extrinsic reward of praise. Praise can be describes as a form of positive reinforcement and operant conditioning (Skinner, 1948). Positive reinforcement, when used successfully and consistently, can shape behaviours of an individual. For example, a teacher giving regular, consistent praise for a pupil for not disrupting their input can create a ‘learned behaviour’ of the pupil not disrupting their lesson as their normal, learned behaviour (Bandura, 2010). Research has shown that this can be effective in the classroom context (Evans et al., 2003).

Assessment for learning (AfL) strategies could be another tool for improving motivation (Walters et al., 2017). The principles of AfL are that the learners are actively involved in their own learning through the use of feedback. There are four components of AfL: questioning, quality of talk, quality of feedback, peer and self-assessment. It could be suggested that the use of all of these elements can help a disengaged pupil (Stiggins, 2005; Walters et al., 2017). An AfL strategy called ‘turn and talk’ whereby children are asked to discuss answers to an open question with a partner could prove useful in the given scenario. This has strong links to Vygotsky’s (1930-1934/1978) theory of the zone of proximal development. This theory suggests that a learner has an optimal level of challenge and they must be within this to achieve the learning aim (Vygotsky, 1930-1934/1978; Harland, 2003) . However, an individual can move through the use of a more knowledgeable other (MKO). The MAT child can be used as a MKO to support their peers in learning, therefore ingraining the MAT’s knowledge into long term memory as well as benefiting others in a class (Stiggins, 2005; Bear et al., 2015).

Being a reflective practitioner is vital in teaching. The professional standards for teaching and leadership in Wales (2018) describe the need for reflective practice. Therefore it is important to discuss different reflective models. Although many reflective models exist, the aim of reflection remains constant – to evaluate to inform future practice (REF). The first model of reflection discussed in this assignment was developed by Schön (1991). This model describes two different forms of reflection: ‘reflection in action’ and ‘reflection on action’. Reflection in action is immediate feedback and reflection occurring concurrently with the live practice. This creates opportunity for immediate change if required therefore can be considered the most efficient type of reflection. However, this does not translate as the most effective type of reflection. A limitation to this particular type of reflection is that actions and reflection can be emotionally biased as the practitioner is experiencing the event at that moment in time. It can be difficult for the teacher to think objectively in that scenario (Zwozdiak-Myers, 2018). The other form of reflection described by Schön (1991), reflection on action, is conducted after the event has taken place. This type of reflection allows for the experience to be evaluated in retrospect therefore removing some emotive bias. However, does not allow for direct change to the event that has occurred, only allowing for future change. It can be argued that these methods should be used in unison for the most positive impact on practice. 

However, the reflective cycle which could be deemed most appropriate and beneficial for the observation of a critical incident is David Kolb’s (1984) learning cycle. This consists of four stages and has an aim of drawing conclusions from different experiences and evaluation. It uses retrospective evaluation, comparable, albeit in more detailed stages, to Schön’s (1991) reflection on action. The four stages are organised into a cyclical structure and are as follows:
1. Concrete Experience. This stage is whereby the learner experiences a concept, behaviour or practice for themselves. In the example of this assignment, that would be the classroom observation.
2. Reflective Observation. This stage is the evaluations of the experience made by the learner upon reflections of the concept, behaviour or practice. Within this stage, the learner should gain an understanding to the motives of particular occurrences. In this example, that would be the ARC reflections (Appendix X). 
3. Abstract Conceptualization. This stage consists of the learner drawing conclusions and suggesting recommendations for future practice. During this stage, the learner should draw upon research and support and recommendations form their peers. This assignment would fulfil this stage of reflection.
4. Active Experimentation. This stage is whereby the learner tries out the recommendations in either the same, or a new environment. This creates a new learning experience and therefore the cycle should start again from concrete experience. 
This reflective model links directly to the professional standards for teaching and leadership in Wales (2018). The standards support all teaching staff to engage in personal and professional development based upon collaboration, reflection and evaluation to create a “sustainable research-led impact on all learners”. This link secured my decision to use this model in my personal reflection both now, and in future practice.

Upon reflection using Kolb’s (1984) learning cycle, an evaluation of the critical incident can inform my personal future practice. As this assignment draws on the abstract conceptualisation stage, detailed research has been conducted into how I could prevent an incident of a disengaged MAT pupil. Strategies identified in reflection include target setting with extrinsic rewards upon achievement to increase levels of motivation. However, it must be considered that MAT pupils are not a homogenous group, rather so individual learners, with differing needs (Eyre, 2012). 

This assignment has described and evaluated the method of observation within an educational setting in relation to a critical incident. It has looked into how learning theory can be applied to a critical incident to understand how and why a learner may be disengaged from a particular activity. It has discussed possible strategies to combat amotivation such as target setting and their potential limitations in application. Links to drawn Donaldson’s (2015) core purposes have been identified throughout, particularly relating to confidence and capability.  It can be concluded that the role of the reflective practitioner is vital to teaching in Wales, and can have a direct positive impact upon childrens’ learning and development. 
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