
 
 
 

A critical evaluation and the evaluation 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 

In this essay, the author intends to discuss the use of critical reflection as a way of improving 

best practice. The author will begin with a description of the school and classroom settings 

which will then lead into the choice of observation method then leading into the critical 

incident itself. Following on from this, a review of current literature will be given as a way of 

informing the proceeding reflection which will advise the next steps that need to be taken. As 

teachers, the use of critical reflection is of paramount importance in advising future practice 

and this essay will seek to demonstrate this importance for the incident chosen. 

 

Observations 

Throughout this essay, the author will be referring to the school in question as school Z in 

order to abide by BERA guidelines (2018, p.21.). School Z is an 11-16 school which serves 

the eastern side of Swansea and is a mixed English-medium comprehensive school (Estyn, 

2012). As a local comprehensive school has closed recently, there has been an influx of 

pupils which brings the pupil count to just over 1000. Approximately 30% of pupils are 

eligible to receive free school meals which exceeds the national average of 17.4% 

considerably. Furthermore, 7% of pupils in the school have special educational needs 

statements which is nearly triple the national average and 9% of pupils have English as an 

additional language. School Z is also situated in what is seen as a deprived area of Swansea 

and, as a result, the pupils in this school can have reading ages lower than their 

chronological age causing behavioural issues.  

The observation of the critical incident took place in a set two, year eleven maths class 

(Appendices 1 and 2). The teacher involved will be referred to as teacher X and the pupil 

involved will be referred to as pupil Y, as per BERA guidelines (2018). The class was 

generally well behaved albeit a little challenging at times and were completing GCSE 



 
 
 
questions on cumulative frequency. The choice of methodology of the observation will now 

be discussed. 

Prior to visiting school Z, the author had to undertake some research into the different types 

of observational strategies that could be used in the classroom for gathering data. Kumar 

(2015) states that two types of observation techniques exist, the participant and non-

participant observer. The participant observer is a researcher who is actively involved in the 

activities that the observed group are participating in, without necessarily revealing that the 

group are being observed. On the other hand, the non-participant observer merely sits back 

and records what they are seeing and hearing. They do not get involved in the activities with 

the observed group and remain passive.  

The benefits of using either of these observation methods is that you are physically present 

and, therefore, have a first-hand account of what has been seen and said. Additionally, as 

an observer you have the ability to move around and observe from different perspectives 

which would not be possible if a camera were to be used to record a classroom. Although 

there are benefits to being near to the observed group, there are some problems such as the 

Hawthorne Effect, observer bias, and the possibility of incomplete observation (Kumar, 

2015). The Hawthorne Effect is a phenomenon where the group being observed change 

their behaviour due to the presence of the observer which would cause inaccuracies. 

Observer bias can occur if the observer records from a one sided perspective because they 

may be more inclined to look for incidents belonging to a particular category and, therefore, 

induce a bias. Furthermore, incomplete observation is something that occurs if the observer 

is too focused on one particular area of observation and so can miss recording information. 

After deliberation, the author decided to choose a blended approach of both observation 

styles enabling the author time to write notes and providing the opportunity to spot things 

that may not have been observed from a more stationary position, and reduced the 

likelihood of incomplete observation. This method was also chosen due to a personal 

preference and comfortability. The Hawthorne Effect was considered as a possibility to 

induce bias although it was deemed an inevitability due to the approach chosen. 

Furthermore, critical incident methodology was investigated to gain a deeper understanding 

prior to carrying out this approach of observation. A critical incident is not necessarily 

something extreme like a pupil falling off a chair and breaking their arm, it is in fact an 

average everyday occurrence that a teacher has applied their critical judgment to so that 

they can reflect on their own practice (Tripp, 1993; Joshi 2018). Firstly, after observing a 

scenario there is a need to categorise it in order to perform analysis on it later. This is 



 
 
 
important so that it can be investigated in context with the area of research chosen by the 

observer. 

However, actually choosing a critical incident in itself can be difficult. Some incidents can go 

under the radar and be marked as trivial when this is far from the case. The fact that the 

incident has been recalled proves that it must be of more significant value as it is fresh in 

their memory (Tripp, 1993). To eliminate this, there is a need to ask self-reflecting questions 

such as why you remembered it. This is a good approach in order to come to the source of 

the incident because it helps create a naturally-prompted reflection which can be used as a 

guide for the direction of the self-evaluation proceeding. Additionally, this approach only 

works if the observer desires to learn and reflect on what they have seen because without 

reflection on an incident, the observer will be unable to successfully further their professional 

development as per professional standards (Welsh Government, 2019). Overall, the 

observer classes this approach as invaluable for a self-reflecting observer as it encourages 

them to continually develop themselves professionally which in turn will enhance their 

understanding and transfer their newfound knowledge into the classroom. 

The critical incident itself will now be described and will be used as the crux of this essay 

(Appendices 1 and 2). The behaviour of the class was generally good, with some minor 

incidents of which no note was made. Of these minor incidents, a common theme was pupil 

Y periodically shouting out answers when they were not supposed to which caused them to 

become of interest to the observer. Later in the lesson when teacher X asked for silence 

whilst they were performing an explanation, pupil Y appeared to ignore this and shouted out 

the answer. Instead of the expected punishment for breaking a rule, teacher X instead met 

this behaviour with a smile, a thumbs up and an exclamation of ‘well done’. This came as a 

total shock due to the author’s expectation of what would happen and so became the critical 

incident. This incident was of even greater importance when links were made to 2 of 

Donaldson’s purposes (2015), that is being “ambitious, capable learners” and “healthy, 

confident individuals”, both of which will now be discussed respectively. 

It can be seen from this observation that pupil Y clearly enjoys what they are learning 

because if they did not, they would likely not shout out answers. Additionally, it was 

observed that pupil Y was academically able, particularly numerically literate. This is one of 

the fundamental threads in this purpose and, consequently, it is apparent that teacher X is 

performing their responsibilities correctly. The topic that was being learned was a more 

difficult area in maths for an intermediate pupil. This means to fully understand the topic, 

pupil Y must have a solid foundational knowledge who also possesses the ability to access 

and utilise it to solve more advanced problems. 



 
 
 
Furthermore, Pupil Y was evidently confident as they would regularly shout out answers. 

Although this behaviour is not the kind that is desired by teachers, this confidence is 

paramount for our pupils to possess as it will benefit them throughout their lives. Confidence 

is the foundation of this principle and it was wonderful to not only see pupil Y displaying this, 

but also most of the class. Although this purpose was secondary to pupil Y being a capable 

learner, it was still noteworthy to discuss.  

 

Literature Review 

The primary area in which research was undertaken was that of behaviour management, 

specifically the use of praise within the classroom environment. This category was chosen 

because the observed critical incident falls within it. To begin this section, the author will start 

with the following statement from Lewis and Ramon (2009, p.100.), “a pupil is six times more 

likely to have irresponsible behaviour criticised than to have positive behaviour recognised.” 

This is quite a shocking statement. Why are teachers so insistent on such a negative 

approach to behaviour management when there is evidence to suggest otherwise? This can 

be partially down to teachers being deep-rooted in their beliefs that punishment is more 

effective and, therefore, are resistant to opposing viewpoints (Ellis, Tod, 2015). They may 

have been taught in this fashion and, as a result, apply this approach themselves. On the 

contrary, Hattie (1993) found that teacher praise was the most effective method for 

improving results and Robertson (1996) found that the use of praise has less unwanted side 

effects than if punishments and discipline are used. In the following paragraphs, the findings 

of the aforementioned research will be presented so that an informed critical evaluation can 

be carried out thereafter. 

Firstly, the question, ‘what makes effective praise?’ was posed. One article suggests that 

effective praise should be defined as “teacher-initiated statements that convey to children 

the specific academic or social behaviours in which teachers would like to see students 

continue to engage” (Conroy et al. 2009, p.19.). This definition addresses the belief that 

praise should not be exclusive to  academics, but also be extended to encompass behaviour 

(DES, 1989; DfES, 2005; DfES 2009). Additionally, it suggests that not only what is said is of 

importance, but how it is said (Conroy et al. 2009; Jones, Tanner, 2000, p.39; Robertson, 

1996, p.176; Lewis, Ramon, 2009). Furthermore, it states that praise is utilised so that the 

desired behaviour is repeated in the future (Ellis and Todd, 2015, p.108). There are positive 

elements behind this description, although it is quite one-dimensional to condense the 

meaning of effective praise into one sentence. In the proceeding paragraphs this question 



 
 
 
will be explored resulting in a more accurate definition of what effective praise should look 

like and what is missing from the definition presented. 

The author is now going to pose a scenario. Consider you are observing a lesson and the 

teacher asks a question to the class. A pupil, named Jonny, gets the answer right and the 

teacher responds, ‘great job Jonny, well done!’ as they enthusiastically smile and give a 

thumbs up. Based on the definition above, this would be deemed as effective praise. But is 

it? In the case of younger pupils, this might well prove an effective method as the other 

pupils might desire the same level of recognition because they have a larger desire for 

praise (Burnett, 2001). However, consider that this has been said in a year 11 class. This 

would likely have the opposite effect as the pupil would now likely feel embarrassed 

(Robertson,1996; Conroy et al. 2009; Burnett, 2001). It might even cause the pupil to stop 

displaying the desired behaviour which would render the use of praise obsolete (Ellis and 

Tod, 2015). The pupil in this case would likely feel embarrassed due to the praise being 

delivered in public because when pupils get older, it is no longer ‘cool’ to be given praise in 

front of your peers which reduces its effectiveness in use. Older students still desire to be 

praised but their preference changes to receiving it privately over publicly. This presents a 

conflict in itself, when is a pupil too old to be praised publicly and how are teachers meant to 

know? Ultimately, this boils down to the pupil being praised. A teacher must know their 

pupils so that this can inform their decisions on how to best support and encourage them. 

What is of interest is that the definition given above is now rendered ineffective; it has lost its 

strength because a situation has been presented that breaks the mould. An interesting 

conflict to what was just presented was the response to the critical incident. A similar 

response to the prior example was given by teacher X yet there was a positive reaction from 

pupil Y (Appendices 1 and 2). Nevertheless, the student has an IEP which could explain this 

response. It can be noted from this scenario that there is no one-size-fits-all approach when 

it comes to delivering effective praise. It should be tailored to the individual in order to 

minimise, preferably negating, any detrimental side effects.  

It was previously noted that the way in which praise is conveyed is vital to whether it is 

effective or not. To be more specific, this refers to the use of body language and tone when 

delivering praise (Lewis, Ramon, 2009; Jones, Tanner 2000; Conroy et al. 2009;  Robertson, 

1996). When giving praise, it must be done sincerely and with body language to match, 

otherwise there will be a miscommunication of signals. The author will now pose 3 scenarios 

to highlight the importance of consistency: a teacher responds with praise enthusiastically 

but has their arms crossed; a teacher responds with praise in monotone with their thumbs 

up; a teacher responds with praise enthusiastically, smiling and making eye contact with the 

pupil. It is obvious that the latter would be the most effective form of praise as it is a genuine 



 
 
 
reaction; the teacher cares and is providing a nurturing environment to promote 

encouragement. In both other scenarios, the teacher would likely come across as sarcastic, 

almost appearing to mock and belittle the pupil which, in turn, would likely damage their 

confidence. With this in consideration, our duty as teachers is to try our utmost to give praise 

which will not result in a misconception from the pupil. Teacher X delivered praise very 

similarly to that in the third scenario presented and it is, without doubt, a reason that it was 

so effective in dealing with pupil Y (Appendices 1 and 2).  

Contrary to what has been previously discussed, the negatives of praise will be brought to 

light. We must consider, ‘what is worthy of praise?’. If a particular pupil who had a track 

record of forgetting equipment arrived to a lesson with all of their equipment, would this be 

worthy of praise? The author imagines that most would not deem this worthy, although some 

might say, ‘well done’ to the pupil unwittingly, resulting In the pupil being rewarded for doing 

the bare minimum whilst the rest of the class have received nothing. It is obvious that this is 

an inappropriate use of praise (Akin-Little et al. 2004). A response like the aforementioned 

may also provoke a similar sense of belittlement to the pupil as mentioned in the prior 

paragraph so should be avoided. What may be a surprise for some is that praising a pupil’s 

academic achievement might actually be destructive to them. A pupil who is praised for their 

intelligence such as, ‘you got 90%, well done, you’re so smart’ may develop a dependency 

on achieving high scores. On a first glance, it could seem counterintuitive that this would 

negatively impact them. However, pupils who are driven by performance are likely to choose 

easier tasks over those which are beneficial to their learning if they result in fewer errors so 

that they maintain the façade of being intelligent (Mueller and Dweck, 1998; Dweck, 1999). It 

creates a situation where it means more to the pupil to look intelligent rather than actually 

being intelligent. Furthermore, a student who is praised consistently for their academic 

performance might create the idea that “intelligence is a stable trait” which is then seen by 

their performance on a test. As a result, they may perceive that they are unintelligent if they 

receive a poor test score (Mueller and Dweck, 1998), likely causing cognitive conflict for the 

student which, dependent on their own self-opinion, could prove disastrous in the long term 

and create a serious barrier to their learning ability. This produces a dichotomy between 

what The Elton Report (DES, 1989) says and what has just been previously discussed. 

Teachers are told to praise achievement when it can cause adverse effects to their pupils.  

Fortunately, Mueller and Dweck (1998) can provide some more insight on this. If we instead 

praise children for their achievement and their effort, without making a link to intelligence, 

this can instead introduce a resilience for learning in children. They are not dismayed when 

they get something wrong, can learn from their mistakes and use them as motivation to 

succeed in the future, forming a beautiful cycle of learning. Furthermore, if there is a lapse in 



 
 
 
performance in the future, this can be attributed to a lack of effort rather than a lack of 

intelligence, creating lifelong “ambitious, capable learners” in conjunction with the four 

principles (Donaldson, 2015). When teacher X gave praise they made no relation to 

intelligence, instead complimenting pupil Y on giving the correct answer with, ‘well done’, 

which, as above, has been deemed appropriate (Appendices 1 and 2). From this, we can 

note that praise needs to focus on the effort the pupil has put in, put emphasis on what the 

student has achieved, and exclude mentioning intelligence.  

From this review, it is apparent that the use of praise is a multifaceted and complex area. 

There appears to be no approach that will work for every individual, and there is a vital 

importance in knowing your pupils when trying to deliver effective praise. From this review, 

the author will now present a definition of effective praise to conclude the research. Effective 

praise is defined as ‘sincere and honest statements directed at a pupil with the aim of 

encouraging attitudes to learning, promoting positive behaviour and celebrating achievement 

whilst maintaining an approach suited to the individual’. This definition is not perfect but the 

author suggests that it touches on some areas not covered formerly in this section, and will 

be using it in the forthcoming section as a focal point.  

 

Reflection 

Following from the research undertaken, the author would like to reflect on the critical 

incident as a method of advising their future practice. When the author saw how teacher X 

responded initially, they were shocked as it was contradictory to the approach that they 

would have taken in that scenario. After asking for silence, it seemed intuitive to punish a 

pupil for breaking this rule, even if giving the correct answer. However, teacher X praised 

pupil Y, a year 11 pupil, enthusiastically and publicly which in turn caused pupil Y to settle 

down (Appendices 1 and 2). Following from the definition established, this is now deemed as 

effective praise, but at the time the author was sceptical whether this approach would work 

for them. The reason behind this is that pupil Y broke a rule set out by teacher X. If the 

author was the teacher in question, they would not dare attempt this approach, although they 

cannot deny the effectiveness of it, due to their lack of classroom experience and pupil 

knowledge. After the evaluation and analysis of this incident, the author will now propose 

their opinion on the use of this type of response.  

The author suggests that this approach may not work in all cases as not all pupils would 

respond as positively as pupil Y to this approach. It is evident from the research that not all 

pupils respond well to public praise which instils a need to know your pupils, thus, ensuring 



 
 
 
that you can best reach them. Additionally, this method may work solely for this pupil due to 

the existence of an IEP. In pupil Y’s IEP, there could be information which states that they 

should be rewarded for their answer not punished for interrupting, possibly meaning that 

their participation is valued over their behaviour. On the other hand, pupil Y might not realise 

they are misbehaving so it has been deemed best practice to withhold punishment as this 

may result in more issues. Furthermore, this approach may not work consistently for pupil Y. 

The shock to the response given by teacher X may have caused this positive behaviour 

change in pupil Y. 

Consequently, the author has gathered that even more research needs to be done. Although 

the response from teacher X has been established as positive, a follow up should be 

undertaken in order to fully understand the reasoning behind the decision made, and to 

remove some speculation relating to the effectiveness of the technique. However, the author 

does suggest that in future, if this approach is used, the teacher should follow up with the 

pupil after the lesson to address the misbehaviour. 

In this essay, the author used the arc model as a form of structure for this reflection. 

Reflection models are advantageous and invaluable for teachers because they help to 

structure and guide their thoughts which are used as the basis to promote a growth in their 

professional development. The author will consistently reflect on their teaching practice 

which ensures they will continually improve their practice and will result in the better 

education of their pupils. It is crucial for teachers to adopt and embrace this mindset with the 

new curriculum arriving in the near future because if the teacher is not modelling this 

behaviour then why should the pupils aim to be “ambitious, capable learners who are ready 

to learn throughout their lives” (Donaldson, 2015)? 

 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, despite the limitations of being both a participant and non-participant 

observer, the author has deemed it the most appropriate method of observation because it 

enables the observer to experience the full extent of classroom behaviour. Additionally, 

critical incidents provide a good starting point for research because they are of significant 

interest to the observer. Furthermore, the author encourages the use of praise in the 

classroom and promotes knowing your pupils in order to deliver this as effectively as 

possible. However, the teacher must also abide by the guidelines set out in this essay to 

maximise the effectiveness of praise and limit any negative repercussions. Moreover, the 

author acknowledges the importance of reflection models and advises that they be used by 



 
 
 
teachers to provide a structure which promotes self-reflection to further their professional 

development. Henceforth, the author will continue to use reflection models as a basis for 

growth and will undertake more research to maintain high standards of pedagogy, thus, 

ensuring that professional standards are reached (Welsh Government, 2019). 
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