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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. 
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Introduction                                                                                                                                                                   

The term Critical incident is rather misleading, as the incident can be 

something as mundane as a student raising their hand to ask to go to 

the toilet, yet it is though critical analysis (Tripp, 2011) that the “incident 

becomes critical,” (Tripp, 2011). Although some writers believe that a 

critical Incident “Is not a routine occurrence,” (Joshi, 2018) and is 

“unplanned and an unexpected”, (Joshi, 2018) this however is a rather 

simplistic view as it is when we analysis the things that happen every 

day or occur with some frequency that we get the most data to analyse 

with. Critical incidents and the analysis that they require are useful tools 

for a teachers and those involved in education as they can be used to 

reflect on your own practice and further improve your own professional 

practice and identify areas for improvement that can then be 

implemented to improve teaching techniques, classroom behaviour and 

enhance a pupils learning experience. As such Donaldson and Tripp 

advocate that teachers and not just researchers and governing bodies 

such as ESTYN, engage in evaluating themselves and doing their own 

research.                                                                                                                                                                

In this essay I will be looking at analysing a critical incident that I have 

chosen from my observations of different classes while out on 

observations. I will look at how to go about rectifying or enhancing 

situation I have discovered through careful analysis.                                                                                             

Observations                                                                                                                                                                       

The critical incident that I will be looking at is from a set 1 year 8 class 

from a large secondary pioneer school; specifically, in professional 

development; that has more than 40% ALN students. The school itself 

has a history of high standards in exams despite its large numbers of 

students needing extra support.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                   
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The class involved with my critical incident having their third lesson of 

the day, English with a lesson focusing on Cyber Bullying (See Appendix 

7). The students were talking active part in the class discussion about 

the topic in relation to Social Media, which they were all familiar and 

interested in.                                                                                               

The specific pupil that my critical incident revolves around furthermore 

referred to as pupil J was sat in the centre of the room in front of the 

teacher’s desk, whether by design or by chance I am not aware of. 

During class discussion pupil J would consistently talk out of turn, 

sometimes over the teacher or the other pupils of the class, even when 

prompted gently by the teacher that he shouldn’t call out and if he had 

anything to add to the discussion to put his hand up.                                                                           

When pupil J complied to this, and when winding up the lesson, the 

teacher called up on him only for him to say something silly and had no 

connection to the question asked and the larger discussion. Which the 

teacher then chooses to brush over and continue the lesson as though 

the pupil hadn’t spoken in the first place to finish up her final points 

before the bell rung.                                

While I was observing the class, I opted to mostly use the method of 

being a ‘non-participant observer, (BERA, 2018). Gathering information 

by passively observing the class from the back of the class not involving 

myself with the class except to occasional to ask the children quick 

questions about the work or on their opinions of it. I used this method in 

particular because it allowed me to observe an as close to normal lesson 

as possible, as it would be without my presence at the back of the room. 

Yet I opted to insert myself into the situation at time that I would be as 

uninstructive as possible, such as in group discussions. While this isn’t a 

perfect method it allowed me to interact with individual students without 
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being in the role of teacher or supervisor and so the children responded 

to my presence in a different way because of it, allowing me to get close 

without being a participant in the lesson and effecting the situation and 

the classroom in response. As such I was able to record down all of my 

notes for the lesson and my subsequent critical incident during the 

observation, while the event was taking place.                                                                                                  

Also, when using this method of being a non-participant observer, the 

observer should also be aware of there being a chance of the class or 

pupil’s behaviour if they are aware of the observation happening, this is 

called the Hawthorne effect. In this case study however, I was following 

the class over the course of a day and the incident I am focusing on was 

in the third lesson of five, I would argue that the class was more relaxed 

with our presence at that point in time though it is still a factor to think 

about as a positive or negative impact on pupil behaviour and learning.                                                                                                                               

The critical incident focuses mainly on Pupil J and his behaviour during 

class and group discussion and his viewpoint on learning. This links in 

with quite a few of Donaldson’s four principles, (Donaldson, 2015) that 

have been set out in the new Welsh Curriculum in 2022. As my critical 

incident revolves around how Pupil J was not engaging with the lesson 

in the same way as the other learners, linking into Donaldson’s 

‘Ambitious and Capable learners’ (Donaldson, 2015) principles in the 

sense of how we can; through critical analysis help Pupil j to begin to 

reach towards the attainment of this principle and his overall ability to be 

an active participant in class discussion and group work and be active in 

his own learning by participation in a more positive fashion in class.                                                                                                                                

But the critical incident can also be linked into another of Donaldson’s 

principles to create ‘Healthy, confident Individuals’, (Donaldson, 2015). 

This critical incident can also be seen as a look into the confidence of 
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the Pupil and promoting his mental health and I intend to look into the 

psychological reasons for Pupil J’s behaviour over the course of this 

essay, mainly while looking into the psychological reasons for Pupil J’s 

behaviour and work ethic.                                                                           

 Literature review  

While researching into my Critical incident I have found a few key areas 

that I believed needed to be investigated further during this analysis, 

such as the psychology behind the incident and classroom 

management.                                                                                                                                                                  

I believe that looking at the critical incident from a psychological 

perspective is key to try to gain an understanding of how a pupil thinks 

and the pre held conceptions can affect the way that they learn. In the 

case of Pupil J it is hard to say what is his psychological drive to act the 

way that he does, for there is never any set reason for how anyone 

person acts, but can be a mixture of long term beliefs, their environment 

or even some short term event that has had a knock on effect on their 

behaviour, e.g. it could be possible that they could have had dealings 

with cyber bullying in the past and wasn’t comfortable with talking about 

the topic in class so therefore tried to act like they wasn’t affected by the 

topic. There are many academics that believe that parental support in 

the education or a lack there of is also a psychological factor in 

classroom behaviour (Miller, 2007), and in most they are backing this 

claim, both researchers and practitioners alike. Yet there are always 

exceptional to any theory.                                                                                                                                                                     

However, according to the American psychological association (The 

APA for short) there are ways in which we can manage this challenging 

behaviour in the classroom setting; though this doesn’t help with the 

causes. Which in the case of Pupil J, I do not have any background 
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knowledge to come to any logical conclusion as to the cause.                                                                                                                                                                                     

The APA believes in 20 key principles that should be focused on to 

enhance pupil learning, however the one I believed to be the most useful 

in this context is ‘Principle 7’, (AmericanPsychologicalAssociation, 

2015), that focuses on trying to have pupils self-regulate their own 

behaviour. This method of self-regulation is rather similar to Pavlov’s 

Dogs (McLeod, 2018), in its attempts to reward Pupil J for their good 

behaviour to gain a desired outcome, though it also differs from this 

behaviouralist school of thought in that it also asks for the pupils to have 

active input into the goals set for them on each day or lesson and can 

vary subject to subject to suit them not just expect the same goals to fit 

them at all times, giving this method a more Holistic (Alfredo Bautista, 

2016) approach to the behaviourist theory.                                                                                    

Considering the pupils’ own thoughts and opinions on what he thinks are 

achievable for himself and taking his health and wellbeing into account 

to help give a more rounded caring approach to teaching and pupil 

support.                                                                                                                                          

This text by the APA is quite useful in this exercise as it mirrors and 

compliments Donaldson in many of its themes of enhancing the pupils 

learning process, which I am investigating here. I would argue that it 

might be more useful than Donaldson in some regards as instead of 

having’ four purposes,’ (Donaldson, 2015) we have 20 well explained 

principles with examples of how to go about the process of implementing 

them in professional practice. While, Donaldson is more focused on 

Welsh curriculum and Welsh learners, I believe that this text by the APA 

(check reference list for full name) is a great follow up read in how they 

may be implemented not just in this critical incident but in wider 

pedagogy improvement.                                                                                                                             

There is also a theory that pupils learn more and are more engaged with 
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their lessons when they are in something called the ‘struggle zone’ in the 

book ‘every lesson counts,’ (Shaun Allison, 2015), where the pupils is 

challenged but not in a way that makes them frustrated. The struggle 

zone is where they are out of their comfort zone in what they know and 

were they are engaging in things that they don’t yet have a full grasp of. 

The book also goes on to say that when the work set for a class or for a 

singular pupil is either too difficult or to easy is where we find difficult or 

unwanted behaviours emerge.                                                                                                                                                                  

This text thought peer reviewed, I found more comments on it’s worth 

from teachers and other practitioners who lord the text as being a key 

tool they used in their own teaching practices and being ‘common 

sense’. This could well be because the language in this text is clear and 

straight forward with a lack of confusing phrases and words that have 

you reaching for the nearest thesaurus.                                                                                                                                                                                                  

The works of Carol S. Dweck compliment this theory of ‘struggle’ 

promoting learning. As she states “When they were focused on 

developing their ability, they remained in a mastery-oriented mode even 

when they struggled—after all, struggle is part of learning,” (Dweck, 

2017). Yet Dweck takes this one step further taking about the pupil’s 

‘mind sets’, and how a pupil views learning and school. Dweck argues 

that mind set of the pupil affects behaviour of the pupil in the classroom, 

pupils with what she refers to as a ‘growth-mindset and more likely to 

look at work too hard for them and persevere in their attempts to solve 

the problem or complete the task, and can cause, “characteristic and 

recurrent patterns of behaviour,” (Dweck, 2017). In context with Shaun 

Alison this means that mindset is also key in work ethic not just struggle 

by itself but is part of a larger picture to a pupil learning, but we need to 

think about what we learned by looking into psychological affect’s on the 

pupils mental health and ability to take on challenges in learning and in 
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life in general.                                                                                   

Another area to look at is classroom management, this area of research 

revolves around the teacher and teaching techniques instead of around 

the mind set of the pupil. However, they are linked in that how a teacher 

act and manages a class can affect a pupil’s mindset, (Dweck, 2017). 

They can do his through different management techniques, but not 

everyone will work for a class, every class is different and so not any 

one strategy will always work and a period of trial and error is needed to 

assess which technique is going to work best for you class.                                                                                                

Sue Cowley’s book “getting the buggers to behave,” (Cowley, 2001), has 

a multitude of techniques that could be used towards this end but deals 

little with theory and relies and the authors own experiences in the 

classroom as evidence to her points. However, when reviewed by John 

Visser from the University of Birmingham the cracks of doubt in using 

this book in conjecture with the new curriculum begin to form, as 

although the techniques may be useful in some contexts the book fails to 

engage with the pedagogy of professional practice that is soon to come. 

Sue Cowley refers to teaching as an exercise in acting and to most 

teachers with experience will tell you it partially is. Teachers can’t show 

personal opinions about their pupils and must remain impartial and 

professional in the classroom, with a clear set of rules and boundaries 

that both they and the pupils should follow. By doing this you set up 

clear guidelines of what you expect from your pupils and in return what 

they can expect from you if theses rules aren’t followed. According to 

behaviourist theory by setting out these guidelines and sticking to them 

the pupils will over time come to follow them subconsciously.                                                                                                                                                               

However, in practice this classroom management is not just an exercise 

of applying theory into practice it is about developing your own, drawing 

on theory when necessary to supplement you own methods or to 
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improve upon them. In my opinion the best approach to starting a 

classroom management plan is to work with the pupils to set down 

ground rules that you all agree on, that way by breaking the rules they 

are breaking the rules that they helped set in place, and they will be 

theoretically more psychologically against breaking the a rule they 

helped implement. In fact, this ties back in with ‘Principle 7,’ 

(AmericanPsychologicalAssociation, 2015) as it promotes a classroom 

wide version of self-regulation by allowing the pupils a chance to police 

themselves on a large scale as well as a micro-scale to help specific 

children reach their individual targets.                                                                      

As such this all links into the ‘theory of mind’ (Wang, 2015) and Carol 

Dweck that it is okay for the pupils to not understand a topic as long as 

they have the ‘growth mind-set,’ (Dweck, 2017) to be able to continue to 

challenge themselves and act in a way that promotes learning and 

knowing how they can further their own learning under their own steam, 

is what all practitioners should be encouraging and aspiring to create a 

culture of in their classes, though critical analysis and research.                                                                                  

Reflection and Evaluation                                                                                                                                              

In reflection of the critical incident involving Pupil J we can identify a few 

areas for experimentation of the techniques and theories of practice 

outlined in the last section to find a method that works the best for the 

class, teacher and pupil J in the event of decreasing the likelihood of 

such incidents in the future.                                                                                                                                                                             

For example, in the case of Pupil J, the teacher chose to ignore their 

shouting out and pay attention to the pupils that were following the 

instruction instead of drawing attention to their behaviour and disrupting 

the lesson further. The teacher’s actions were correct as it dealt with the 

situation and managed to stop the disruption, dealing with the situation 
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by not dealing with it and distracting the rest of the class from the 

discussion.                                                                                                                   

However, as practitioners aiming to implement Donaldson’s purposes 

into our own practice we should aim to allow the pupil to have coping 

strategies in place to allow them to meet the purpose of being ‘healthy 

confident individual’ not having to rely on the teacher to point out their 

behaviour but able to recognise and correct it themselves. As such it 

might be better to implement the point made by the APA in a classroom 

setting, with a set target agreed upon by Pupil J. For example, a timer 

could be set up with a time limit of 10-15 minutes. Every time he shouts 

out with the reward being reduced every time they did so. Another area 

of consideration is the classroom itself. Many pupils I have seen in prior 

observations have only acted in certain ways in certain lessons. 

Sometimes being in different room can influence a pupil’s behaviour 

According to the book ‘every lesson counts’ (Shaun Allison, 2015) 

students like to be able to see improvement in the short term than the far 

distant future so a series of short smaller goals that can be completed on 

a weekly, day or lesson by lesson basis is probably a better idea than to 

set a goal that spans over an entire year or term that they will see little 

progress with allowing them to feel frustrated and effectively give up on 

the goal.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                            

While the affect is more obvious in pupils with ALN’s whose behaviour 

can depend on their environment and who they are sat next to in class. 

And although I don’t know if Pupil J has an ALN; during the observations 

of the class we were told that there were pupils with ALN’s in the class 

but not given any specifics; but it is not just ALN pupils that can have 

their learning effected by their learning environment.                                                                                                                                                          

In other lesson observations where Pupil J has been a part of the class, 

it became clear to me that the pupil would get on and work well when 
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around a certain group of pupils, that is why their behaviour in this one 

lesson stood out to me and I noted it down as out of character in the first 

instance. Yet in this lesson Pupil J was separated from them and sat in a 

different group in front of the teacher’s desk.                                                                                                                                                                  

For whatever reason they seem more comfortable working in this group 

as compared to the rest of the class. So, one suggestion that could be 

made is that the teacher should look at the seating arrangement in their 

lessons to help optimise this pupil’s learning.                                                                                                                    

The final point I would like to discuss is work difficulty, Pupil J mentioned 

that they knew a lot about the topic “cyber bullying,” and was therefore 

interested in the lesson when I questioned them about the topic. Though 

that begs the question of why Pupil J would try to derail the class 

conversation if they had an interest in the topic? One of the possible 

answers I came up with was that the lesson was set out in a format that 

didn’t fit him, perhaps Pupil J prefers written to aural work, yet from the 

other observations I had had with the class it was obvious to see that 

they was quite sociable with the classmates and eager to join in with the 

tasks.  In the case of Pupil J, he admitted to already having a grasp and 

understanding of the topic, which might have made the lesson rather 

basic for them to understand and therefore we enter the comfort zone 

were their behaviour starts to slip. Therefore, it might be in the interest of 

the pupil to have some extra work to focus on in the lesson. This is a 

consideration that schools tend to take into account for MAT (More Able 

and Talented) pupils in certain settings, although it is unclear whether 

such a thing is necessary for Pupil J, if we take from my observations 

that Pupil J was more comfortable with written. Then it might be a good 

experiment to see if his behaviour would change If we differentiated the 

work (Weselby, 2014) they were given in a lesson on the same topic; i.e. 

written work instead of group discussion; and see if that has any effect 
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on Pupil J.                                                                                                                                                              

The forms I used for this critical incident were taken from an article by 

Harry Fletcher-Wood. In the article he outlined how he saw critical 

incidents as being something that effected the teacher as well as the 

pupil, and the evidence of this can be seen questions that I used in my 

reflections and notes (see appendix for forms) that were taken from the 

article in question. Though there was a problem with using Fletcher-

Woods guidelines for the purpose of this reflection was that the form 

seemed to be more inclined to be used by a teacher reflecting personally 

on their own practice rather than that of an outside observer. Yet the 

checklist that was also outlined in the text, the format that I used to note 

down my initial observations was clear and set out in a way that allowed 

me to really get a grasp of the classroom as a whole and how that might 

have caused and or effected the situation around the incident I was 

analysing.                                                                                                                                   

This type of reflection however will be quite useful in my own practice as 

it will allow me to evaluate where I need to research to improve my own 

practice and find areas of the activities that I set individual classes that 

need to be altered in some form to suit their learning needs and not just 

use a cookie cutter no size fits all mentality for the classes I teach. This 

will allow me to find ways to change and further my own development as 

a teacher as I continue in this field.  

Conclusion  

In conclusion, in this essay I attempted to engage in reflective practice 

by using research to investigate and analysis a critical incident in a way 

that informs my own practice and professional development. To do this I 

did as I set out in my introduction, through observation I identified an 

incident of my own and researched the theory I found that related to my 
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incident and actively tried to evaluate the texts I had found before trying 

to translate that into strategies that could then be used in the classroom 

in response to the incident I had analysed. In Wales this is becoming an 

expected part in a new professional Pedagogy that practitioners in wales 

will be encouraged to follow in the coming years, that actively promotes 

teachers to engage in improving their own teaching practices by getting 

involved by researching and analysing events that have occurred during 

their own practice to further improve themselves. 
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