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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 development of critically reflective practitioners who are actively engaged with research 

and constantly enhancing their professional practice is essential for the implementation of the 

‘Curriculum 2020’ as proposed in the Successful Futures document (Donaldson, 2015; Lee 

and Richings, 2018, p. 2; Welsh Government, 2017a; Welsh Government, 2019). That said, 

the new professional standards for teachers encourages all educational practitioners to 

critically reflect, evaluate and as a result adjust their teaching practice to promote high-quality 

and professional learning (Fook, 2015; Welsh Government, 2017b). This type of practice is 

called ‘reflective practice’ and it encourages practitioners to think about their approach to 

teaching, determining what went well and what could have been done better and what to do 

next. Teachers often reflect on their teaching through the analysis of critical incidents (Farrell, 

2008, p. 3). Whilst the word critical may suggest the occurrence of something negative, critical 

incidents are simply unplanned and unanticipated events which are rendered critical through 

analysis (Joshi, 2018, p. 82 and Tripp, 2011). Tripp (2011) describes a critical incident as the 

“interpretation of the significance of an event.” Critical incidents are therefore events which 

can be used proactively to inform practitioners of why an event occurred and what could be 

done to enhance learning or avoid the situation from reoccurring (Heikonen et al., 2017, p. 

537). This critical evaluation will describe how an observed critical incident relates to the 

current literature surrounding the theories of teaching and will be reflected upon and critically 

evaluated in order to inform the future practice of the observer.  
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Observation 
 

Four observations were carried out within a school setting in order to identify a critical incident. 

According to point 40 of the BERA guidelines, the school discussed in this critical incident 

evaluation is entitled to remain confidential and will therefore be referred to as School X to 

ensure anonymity (BERA, 2018). School X is an English-medium comprehensive school in 

South Wales for approximately 480 pupils between the ages of 11 and 16. The school is made 

up of 5-year groups: years 7-11, 2 special teaching facilities (STFs) and 35 teaching and 

support staff. The percentage of pupils eligible for free school meals is around 27.2%, which 

is above the national average of 16.6% for Wales and also above the Swansea local authority 

average of 18.3% (Welsh Government, 2018).  

 

In short, School X’s vision is to provide high quality, inclusive teaching and learning 

experiences whilst simultaneously developing the pupil’s social skills and engagement with 

the local environment. The school has high expectations for every pupil and aims to maximise 

every pupil’s potential within a safe, caring and supportive environment in order to prepare 

them for their lives as young adults and beyond. In order to aid the development of these skills, 

School X uses a school wide ethos of, “READY, RESPECTFUL and SAFE.” READY meaning 

that the pupils are ready and prepared to learn, RESPECTFUL being that the students behave 

in a manner which is respectful to those around them, whether they are teachers or other 

pupils and SAFE meaning that the pupils are safe in the manner they move about the school 

and in the way that they work (School X, 2019). 

 

In order to identify a critical incident a case study was performed. Yin (1984) and Merriam 

(1988) (summarised in Cohen and Manion, 2011) both describe a case study as consisting of 

three steps. Yin (1984) describes a case study using the following three steps: exploratory, 

descriptive and explanatory. Merriam (1988) is also in agreement with Yin (1984) by 

describing a case study as being: descriptive, interpretive and evaluative. This particular 

critical evaluation focuses on a case study which was performed following the steps as laid 

out by Merriam (see Figure 1).   
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Figure 1: A description of the steps taken to complete this particular case study 

 

 

The case study involved a year 7 form group who were observed for the entire day and in 

particular one gifted and talented (GAT) pupil. The case study was performed by capturing a 

real-life incident (Cohen and Manion, 2011) within the classroom through the means of non-

participant observation and descriptive note-taking. Once the incident had been identified, it 

was critically evaluated. In the first instance, information associated with the incident was 

gathered from all available sources, such as academic literature and professional publications. 

The incident was then analysed and interpreted according to the literature in order to develop 

a more deep and holistic understanding of the incident to evaluate the outcome and to inform 

the next teaching steps (Kumar, 2011).  

 

Even though found to be incredibly useful, case studies by observation may also allow for the 

introduction of bias if the observer is not careful, as a result the following steps were taken in 

order to minimise these risks. Written observation field notes (see Appendices) were taken at 

the time of the observation in order to avoid overlooking data through the influence of a 

selective memory and potential selective data entry. The observer also attempted to remove 

any personal bias from the note taking by recording exactly what was observed or verbalised 

at the exact time it was observed where ever possible (Cohen and Manion, 2011). This method 

of quick and accurate note taking was used in accordance with suggestions laid out by Lofland 

(1971) as summarised by Cohen and Manion (2011). The observer then also reflected on the 

situation immediately after the observation occurred using the Assisted Reflective Conclusions 

(ARC) model provided by the University of Wales, Trinity St. David (see Appendices). This 

was done whilst the event was at the forefront of the observer’s memory to ensure an accurate 

and valid reflection. However, even with all these controls in place, some bias such as the 

change in the behaviour of the pupils due to the awareness of being observed, otherwise 

known as the Hawthorn effect (McCambridge, Witton and Elbourne, 2014, p. 267) was harder 
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to control. The method of non-participant observation method was therefore chosen over the 

method of participant observation. Kumar (2011) describes participant observation as a 

research method that is advantageous for developing a deeper and more accurate 

understanding of the situation. However, Kumar (2011) also highlights the disadvantage which 

is the potential to introduce bias. As a result, non-participant observation was chosen to ensure 

minimal bias by the observer and to maintain the spontaneity and authenticity of the event 

(Cohen & Manion, 2011). 

 

The Donaldson Review (2015) describes the importance of educating and developing children 

and young people according to the following four purposes. Children and young people should 

be 1) ambitious, capable learners, 2) enterprising, creative contributors, 3) ethical, informed 

citizens and 4) healthy, confident individuals. The review also states that these four purposes 

should “guide all future decisions about national and local educational priorities and underpin 

all teaching and learning in Wales” (Donaldson, 2015). With this is mind, the critical incident 

described here will be evaluated with the following three of the four purposes in mind: All 

children and young people will be ambitious, capable learners, enterprising, creative 

contributors and ethical, informed citizens.  

 

It was the last lesson of the morning before lunch and the year 7 pupils were making their way 

to their music lesson. It quickly became clear that pupil A was very excited, he was running 

down the corridor singing, “music, music, music.” When the year 7 class arrived at the 

classroom, they found that the teacher was late to the lesson. All of the pupils, apart from pupil 

A automatically followed the school ethos of being “READY, RESPECTFUL and SAFE” and 

lined up outside to wait for the teacher to arrive. However, pupil A entered the classroom and 

started playing a difficult piece on the piano with ease. Moments later the teacher arrived and 

instructed the rest of the class to enter the room. It was at this point that instead of disciplining 

pupil A, the teacher praised him and took a seat beside him at the piano. The teacher then 

instructed pupil A to carry on playing and began to play the harmony to the piece. The teacher 

used this incident which had the potential to disrupt the start of the lesson and the learning to 

benefit the lesson and to introduce the lesson objectives which was to learn ‘poly-harmonics’ 

and perform a piece using harmonies. As a result, the lesson started with minimal disruption 

and the other pupils took their seats and settled very quickly, all of them watching and listening 

to what was happening at the piano. The teacher’s response to this incident avoided a 

negative start to the lesson and resulted in the lesson starting with ease. However, a question 

can be raised as to whether pupil A was encouraged to act like an ethically, informed citizen 

(Donaldson, 2015) by breaking the rule of lining up outside the class and whether this fair on 

the other pupils who had followed the rules? 
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The teacher also used this incident to model the importance of practice to the other pupils by 

stating the “pupil A can play a piece like this because he practices, each and every one of you 

are also capable of this but you need to practice.” In doing so, the teacher addressed two of 

the purposes laid out by Donaldson; that all children and young people should be ambitious, 

capable learners and enterprising, creative contributors (Donaldson, 2015).  

 

Literature Review 
 

Traditionally, classroom management and learning has often been based on the well-

established learning theory associated with the model of behaviourism. Here the student’s 

behaviour and learning are managed and taught through the implementation of consequences 

(Garrett, 2008, p. 34). This behaviourist school of thought first developed as a result of 

research carried out by Ivan Pavlov in the early 20th century. Pavlov conducted a series of 

experiments in dogs, through which he first described the theory of classical conditioning. 

Pavlov’s experiments were designed after he first observed the unconditioned response of 

saliva production in dogs when laboratory assistants entered the room. Pavlov determined 

that the dogs associated the entrance of the laboratory assistants with the arrival of food and 

therefore salivated as a response to the unconditioned stimulus. He gave this the term 

“associated learning”. Pavlov then showed that learning could also be achieved through 

conditioning. By pairing a conditioned stimulus with an unconditioned stimulus, Pavlov was 

able to show a form of learning which he gave the term classical conditioning. This theory of 

classical conditioning and associated learning later became the basis on which the 

behaviourist school of thought was established (Gray and Macblain, 2012). However, the 

theory of classical conditioning suggested that the learner was passive in the learning process 

and was later critiqued by Thorndike and Skinner who both believed that learning was in fact 

an active process where an association is made between a behaviour and a consequence.  

 

The work of Skinner (1953) resulted in the further development of the behaviourist school of 

thought where learning was now thought to occur via operant conditioning (Figure 2). Here 

correct and desirable behaviour is rewarded and positively reinforced whilst poor or 

undesirable behaviour is negatively reinforced and even punished (Payne, 2015, p. 484).  
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Figure 2: The use of positive and negative reinforcement to enhance desired behaviour 

 

 

This is widely used today for behaviour and classroom management where positive 

reinforcement, often in the form of praise is used to strengthen a desired behaviour. 

Alternatively, negative reinforcement or punishment such as detention is used to prevent an 

undesirable behaviour from continuing (Gray and Macblain, 2012). The behaviourist approach 

can almost always be seen in action on a school-wide basis through the enactment of school 

behavioural policies and the reinforcement of the school-wide expectations (Payne, 2015, 

p486). In School X, the behaviourist approach can clearly be seen through the implementation 

of the school ethos of being “READY, RESPECTFUL and SAFE”. If pupils begin to stray from 

these expectations, they are first reminded of the school ethos and asked if their behaviour is 

in line with the expectations. If the behaviour continues the pupils are then warned, with the 

potential consequence of detention should their behaviour continue and if the behaviour is still 

present after consistent negative reinforcement the student is punished through the means of 

detention (School X, 2019).  

 

The influence of behaviourism can also be observed within the traditional, teacher-centred 

method of teaching by direct instruction (Figure 3) where the student is often solely seen as a 

knowledge receiver and the teacher as a knowledge transmitter (Garrett, 2008, p. 34 and Lee 

and Hannafin, 2016, p. 710). In this teacher-centred approach, learning is frequently 

performed through reinforcement of the concept through instruction, recitation, practice and 

often the motivation to learn and engage in the learning is influenced by the expectation of 

reward (Garrett, 2008, p. 36). However, this may leave little opportunity for the student to 

actively construct their own individual and meaningful connections to the concepts and 

therefore students may fail to transfer from surface learning to developing a deeper 

understanding of the material (Brouwer et al., 2019, p. 119). 

 

Gaining a deeper understanding of the material being learnt is vital for developing the ability 

to transfer the knowledge to other areas of life and to allow for future, lifelong learning. 

Whereas the behaviourist approach to teaching may be necessary for classroom management 

and to ensure retention of certain material it may lead to students being over-reliant on the 
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teacher and therefore failing to develop as autonomous, capable learners (Reid, 2005). It is 

for these aforementioned reasons that the behaviourist approach to teaching has been 

challenged by the student-centred learning approach (Figure 3). The student-centred learning 

approach is based on the constructivist school of thought where the teacher takes more of a 

facilitator role and the students are placed directly at the centre of the learning experience 

(Marvell et al., 2013, p. 548).  

 

 
Figure 3: A schematic depiction of the differences between A) direct teaching and B) student-centred 

learning. 

 

 

In this approach the students are responsible for their own learning and are allowed to develop 

and pursue their own learning opportunities according to their own individual goals (Lee and 

Hannafin, 2016, p. 708). This type of co-operative learning and teaching ensures that students 

are actively learning by enabling them to be free to explore, reflect and develop their own 

connections to the concepts being taught (Garrett, 2008, p. 36). This simultaneously takes 

into account the student’s right and need to be heard, respected and supported (McCombs 

and Miller, 2007; UNICEF, No Date). As the name suggests the learner is the driver of the 

learning experience, leading to an increase in self-motivated learning (McCombs and Miller, 

2007). In addition to this, self-motivated learning also enhances student ambition and self-

confidence, falling in line with the four purposes of the new curriculum that were laid out by 

Prof. Donaldson in the Successful Futures document (Donaldson, 2015). This form of active 

learning also allows for students to experience real-life, non-linear learning, often realised 

through the means of peer teaching. Learning experiences such as these enables the students 
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to develop meaningful and memorable connections to the content (McCombs and Miller, 2007) 

by enabling the students to build on their own individual knowledge and experiences (Lee and 

Hannafin, 2016, p. 708). 

 

Coe and Smyth (2010) have summarised student-centred learning as being dependent on 

interactive teaching and an interdependence between the individuals involved in the learning 

experience. A common misconception with this approach is that the teachers have no control 

over what is being taught, however in order for this teaching method to be successful the 

teacher must remain actively involved in the learning process. The teacher must strategically 

influence the student’s learning by allowing for autonomy and authenticity whilst also providing 

support and structure for the students to follow. This is often in the form of modelling and 

scaffolding where the teacher demonstrates what to do and how to do it well by providing 

detailed instructions on how succeed (Lee and Hannafin, 2016, p. 716). In order for a teacher 

to teach in a student-centred approach they must first understand that they themselves are 

also learners and must be willing to take a collaborative role with the students. This allows the 

teachers to model effective learning by providing the students with the tools to develop the 

knowledge and skills needed for lifelong learning whilst also being able to assume a leadership 

role when needed (McCombs and Miller, 2007). By taking a collaborative role with the 

students, teachers are also meeting one of the twelve pedagogical principles laid out by Prof. 

Donaldson that “good teaching and learning encourages collaboration” (Donaldson, 2015).  

For this to be successful teachers are required to be flexible in their approach to teaching, 

putting the student at the centre of the decision making and therefore being able to adapt and 

adjust their lessons according to the student’s ability and needs (McCombs and Miller, 2007).  

 

In reality meeting the needs of all students whether of high ability or low ability can be 

challenging to put into practice as each learner is vastly different (Reid, 2005), and so the 

importance of the student-teacher relationship must be considered. Student-teacher 

relationships are crucial to the success of learning and positive student-teacher relationships 

have been found to be highly influential on the motivation and engagement of the learner 

(Newberry, 2010, p. 1695; Engels et al., 2016, p. 1193). Positive student-teacher relationships 

are often based on the teacher knowing the student and their capabilities and their needs in 

order to encourage a supportive and caring environment where each student is treated fairly 

and with low levels of conflict. By knowing the students and developing positive student-

teacher relationships, teachers are more easily able to adjust and adapt their teaching to allow 

for students to feel comfortable and confident and to develop the skills needed to become self-

efficient and motivated learners (Porter, 2007). These relationships have also been shown to 

influence behaviour of the students, with positive student-teacher relationships contributing to 
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better student behaviour. On the other hand, negative-student relationships have been shown 

to result in higher levels of conflict between the student and the teacher and a decrease in the 

student’s engagement with the learning (Engels et al., 2016, p. 1193). A conclusion can 

therefore be made that there needs to be a delicate balance between maintaining a positive 

relationship and ensuring that poor behaviour is not overlooked.  

 

Effective teaching can therefore be said to consist of a continuum of teaching where multiple 

approaches work simultaneously (Donaldson, 2015). That said, implementing the behaviourist 

teaching model, student-centred learning model and positive student-teacher relationships are 

all vital to ensure the holistic development and learning of a student. 

 

Reflection, Evaluation and next steps 
 

One of the main challenges in implementing student-centred learning within a classroom is 

being able to create authentic, real-life situations where learning can occur. That said, the 

music teacher in School X was able to take advantage of the authentic situation created by 

the student in order to benefit the lesson and enhance the learning experience. Instead of 

delaying the start of the lesson to discipline pupil A, the teacher quickly adapted the structure 

of his lesson and by doing so the teacher was able to clearly model the lesson objectives and 

the importance of practice to the pupils. The teacher was able to avoid a negative start to the 

lesson where potential conflict could have arisen and instead transform the situation into a 

memorable and real-life learning experience that was student-driven (McCombs and Miller, 

2007) and in which all the pupils were all fully engaged. This relied on the teacher’s willingness 

to be flexible and adaptable and perhaps changing the planned teaching style from direct 

teaching into student-centred learning. Donaldson (2015) states that good teaching requires 

the teacher to utilise a blend of approaches in their teaching; the teacher’s ability to adapt and 

the response of the pupils to the situation clearly showed this to be true. The teacher’s 

response also suggested that the teacher had a positive relationship with the pupil and was 

aware of the pupil’s capabilities as a musician. The teacher praised the pupil and immediately 

used the pupil to drive the learning by asking the pupil to continue playing. By reacting to the 

action of pupil A in this positive way, the teacher was also able to maintain a positive student-

teacher relationship with the pupil by showing support and encouragement (Porter, 2007). 

Alternatively, the pupil may have felt discouraged and their love and excitement for the music 

lesson may have been weakened.  
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That said, positive student-teacher relationships also rely on fairness and equal treatment of 

all pupils within the class (Porter, 2007). Praising the pupil’s disregard of the school-wide 

“READY, RESPECTFUL and SAFE” policy could potentially be considered unfair on the pupils 

who followed the rules and received no praise for doing so. It would be interesting to see if the 

outcome would be different had a different pupil entered the room without permission. Student-

teacher relationships are also reliant on the presence of professional boundaries and the pupil 

should never be treated with bias or shown favouritism. This is also relevant when addressing 

a pupil’s behaviour. According to Skinner’s theory of operant behaviour (Skinner, 1953), 

positive reinforcement of behaviour causes behaviour to be strengthened and to continue. By 

positively reacting to pupil A’s actions, the behaviour may have unintentionally been positively 

reinforced and may continue and even impact on the pupil’s behaviour across the rest of the 

school, therefore, a question can be raised as to whether pupil A’s behaviour should have 

been negatively reinforced? That is not to say that pupil A should’ve have been punished but 

rather perhaps pupil A could have been quietly reminded of the school ethos and the 

consequences of not following the rules in order to negatively reinforce the behaviour. 

However, the teacher was able to quickly assess what was more important and vital for the 

lesson, whether to discipline pupil A immediately or to use the situation for the benefit for the 

lesson. In doing so, the teacher was able to effectively take advantage of a student-centred 

learning opportunity and to therefore enhance the learning whilst also following the 

pedagogical principle of creating authentic contexts for learning (Donaldson, 2015). 

 

It is essential for all educational practitioners to part-take in critical reflection in order for them 

to further develop and inform their practice (Fook, 2015). It is for this reason that this 

observation and critical reflection was performed. Moving forward, the importance of using a 

blend of teaching approaches such as student-centred learning and direct teaching will 

influence the observer’s practice. The observer will consider their need to be flexible in their 

approach to teaching, understanding that authentic, collaborative learning opportunities are 

vital for pupils to form memorable links to the content being studied (Donaldson, 2015; Welsh 

Government, 2017a). That said, the observer will also ensure that negative reinforcement is 

used when most appropriate in order to prevent undesired behaviour from continuing, even if 

not immediately. However, the observer will do this knowing that it is important to pick their 

battles, ensuring that the effectiveness of the learning experience is of primary concern. 
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Conclusion 
 

To conclude, the professional standards and development of educational practitioners is 

highly reliant on the engagement of teachers with the critical reflection of their practice 

according to the literature, including both theory and current research. Through a teacher’s 

engagement with reflective practice, critical evaluation and continuous professional learning, 

the teacher’s practice may be adjusted and improved in order to ensure the effectiveness of 

the learning experiences for both the pupils and the teachers. It was for these reasons that 

this critical evaluation was performed and will subsequently be used to inform the observer’s 

practice in accordance with the professional standards (Welsh Government, 2017b). The 

critical incident that has been discussed agrees with Donaldson’s suggestion that effective 

teaching requires the use of a blend of approaches, creates authentic contexts and 

encourages collaboration which are all found in the twelve pedagogical principles. This 

particular critical incident showed the effectiveness of using a blend of approaches 

(Donaldson, 2015), through the use of both behaviourist methods in the form of positive 

reinforcement and student-centred learning methods in the form of peer teaching and 

collaborative learning. The critical incident also highlighted the importance of teacher flexibility 

and adaptability in implementing these different approaches of teaching since the learning that 

took place as a result of this event required the teacher to quickly adapt and adjust the lesson 

in order to benefit the learning. This indicated that a teacher should pick their battles in order 

to maintain a positive student-teacher relationship whilst simultaneously assessing whether 

not addressing the behaviour would be beneficial or detrimental to the learning of the individual 

and also the entire class. In this case the behaviour actually benefited the learning experience 

of every individual. However, by addressing the behaviour post learning experience the 

teacher could potential mitigate any further issues. Following the observation and reflection of 

this critical incident a more holistic understanding of good practice has been achieved and this 

new awareness will be used to improve future practice. 
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Appendices 
 

Appendix 1: Observation / Field notes 

 



ECAD6007   1901603 

 

 



ECAD6007   1901603 

 



ECAD6007   1901603 

 



ECAD6007   1901603 

 



ECAD6007   1901603 

 



ECAD6007   1901603 

 



ECAD6007   1901603 

 



ECAD6007   1901603 

Appendix 2: ARCs of critical incidents based on the observation field notes (appendix 1) 
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