
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. 

 

During this assignment, I have set out to critically evaluate a critical incident within a year 1 

and 2 classroom. I aim to look at different observation techniques, and choose the best one 

to carry out the observation. I will then reflect upon the whole experience in order to work out 

next teaching and learning steps and become a more reflective practitioner.  

 

The use of critical incidents is very important for reflective practice in teaching. According to 

Bassot (2016), reflective practice is similar to looking in a mirror to see own practice and 

ourselves more clearly, and allows them to think more deeply about what they see. It helps 

them to deepen and improve their understanding of practice. Taking time to analyse and 

reflect on critical incidents allows practitioners to prevent future mistakes and build their 

confidence up to feel more secure in their practice. It also allows practice to focus on the 

needs of the particular child, and try things in different ways to see if they can get a better 

result.  

 

For my first PTE placement, I am situated in an English medium primary school in South 

Wales. I will call this school A in accordance with BERA (2019) guidelines, which emphasize 

the importance of confidentiality, anonymity and privacy while carrying our research.  

 

My local school statistics (WelshGovernment, 2018), show that in 2018, there were 179 

pupils, 23.% of which were entitled to free school meals. The pupil teacher ratio is 22:7, and 

the attendance percentage is 92.2%. It is a green category and Eco school. It also showed 

that 22% of the children are on school action, compared to 17.2% of children in local 

authority schools and 14.4% in schools in Wales. Similarly, 16.9% of school A’s children are 

on School action plus, compared to 10.2% of children in the local authority schools and 8.2% 

in schools in Wales. Also, 24.2% of the children in school A come from a minority ethnic 

group, compared to 7.8 in the local authority schools and 12.2 in schools in Wales.  

 



In their last Estyn inspection (ESTYN, 2017), School A scored excellent for their current 

performance and for their prospects for improvement. They also scored excellent for how 

good their outcomes, provision, and leadership and management were.  

 

I am situated in a year 1 and 2 mixed classroom, with ages 5 to 7, with two teachers and one 

Teaching assistant. There are 40 children in the class all together, 16 year 1 children and 24 

year 2 children. The children are grouped according to ability while carrying out teacher led 

tasks, however, area activities are carried out in mixed groups according to who the children 

work well with. These area activities are changed every 2 weeks, and each child should 

complete each at least once. The areas include water, role play, construction, make it, table 

top, mark making, ICT, and number.  

 

Tripp (2012) states that critical incidents are unplanned, everyday events, that only become 

significant through analysis. They are created by the way a situation is looked at and 

interpreted. Joshi (2018) adds that any event or experience can be critically analyzed 

through reflection. Teachers and professionals can think about the events that happened, as 

well as the reasons behind them. Through analyzing a critical incident, teachers are able to 

identify strengths and weaknesses in their own teaching practice, as well as being able to 

solve problems more effectively.  

 

Critical incidents can be looked at through observation. Observation involves collecting 

information through monitoring children’s progress, involvement and enjoyment, as well as 

their attainment (Department for children, Education, Lifelong learning and Skills, 2008). This 

should enable them to be able to plan a more developmentally appropriate curriculum. 

According to Banerjee (no date), sociograms are a good observation method to use. They 

are a way of visually showing the relationships different children have with each other. This 

helps teachers to identify if children have particular social or emotional needs. The Center 

for Education innovation (2016) talks about other good observation techniques. These 

include questionnaires or interviews, which are useful to find out the participants opinions, 

diaries or journals, where the researcher records their reflections, actions and results 

throughout the observation process, and interaction schedules, which are used for recording 

what happens during a lesson.  

My chosen observation technique was the case study method. Cohen, Manion and Morrison 

(2011) support this decision, as they show that case studies provide opportunities to observe 

incidents as they naturally happen, so it provides a snapshot of children in real situations. 

They mention that case studies focus on individuals or groups, and try to understand their 

judgement on the event. I decided to use this method because, as Cohen, Manion and 



Morrison (2011) suggest, they can be used to observe unplanned and uncontrolled events. 

An advantage of this method is that it recognizes the importance of context in observations, 

as well as descriptions and details. Another advantage is that it provides a rich, 

chronological description of events. One aspect to be careful of when carrying out case 

study observations is not to form personal opinions and misinterpret the data. It is important 

in case studies for events to be able to speak for themselves.  

 

I also chose the case study method as it was participatory as opposed to non-participatory.  

As Palaiologou (2008) says, participant observations are simple, unplanned and 

unstructured, which allows for the practitioner to observe unexpected behaviors or changes 

within activities as they happen. The practitioner is able to write down the most interesting 

and relevant information, as well their perceptions of events, allowing them to have a better 

insight into the child or activity. A limitation of this method, however, is that it doesn’t provide 

a complete picture of the situation. As most of the notes would be made from memory 

afterwards, some evidence may be lost. Similarly, in a non-participant observation, which 

involves the professional to sit back and observe without participating, some information 

may be lost as it is difficult to capture everything while note taking (Better Evaluation, no 

date). Palaiologou (2008) also argues that it is more difficult to carry out than a participant 

model, as it needs to be planned in advance, and the children may act differently when they 

know someone is watching them.  

 

By 2022, the new curriculum will be embedded into all primary schools in Wales (Hwb, 

2019). The four purposes of this new curriculum are for all children and young people to be 

ambitious, capable learners, healthy, confident individuals, enterprising, creative 

contributors, and ethical, informed citizens. 

 

Using the methods stated above, I carried out four different observations (see appendix 1a-

d). This assignment will focus on one of those observations (appendix 1a). This observation 

was carried out during a mathematics activity where the children were given worksheets to 

complete. The aim of the worksheet was for them to work out sums whose answer add up to 

a number up to 20, and to colour the squares in the correct colour according to the key. For 

example, all of the sums that add to 15 needed to be colored in yellow. During this activity, 2 

of the children were working independently, whilst the other, child A, did not appear to be 

concentrating. Child A decided to copy another child’s work, which was in the middle of the 

table which had been completed by a child in the previous group.  

 



This activity links to both the Mathematics and numeracy area of learning and experience, 

as well as Donaldsons four purposes (Hwb, 2019), as the Mathematics AOLE says that 

learning maths should be exciting and accessible, as developing maths resilience 

contributes to the development of ambitious and capable learners.  

 

According to Cornerstones (no date), in Donaldson’s view, ambitious capable learners 

should be able to set themselves challenges that they enjoy, build up their knowledge, and 

question and solve problems. Child A was not showing this, as she didn’t seem to be 

challenging herself to complete the task. However, it could be argued that she solved the 

problem of how the task could be completed without her having to work out the answers 

herself. Another aspect of this purpose is that children should be able to understand and 

apply mathematical concepts, and be ready to learn. However, Child A was not showing 

signs of this, as she wasn’t ready to learn, and couldn’t apply the mathematical concepts she 

had learned to complete her piece of work.  

 

Another one of the four purposes is for children to become healthy, confident individuals. 

Donaldson believed that learners should have secure values and beliefs, develop 

confidence and empathy, and be able to form positive relationships based on trust and 

mutual respect. During the observed activity, child A was not displaying this, as through 

copying another child’s work, she didn’t show that she had very good values. She didn’t 

think about the other child’s feelings as she copied her work, which doesn’t show good 

relationship skills or empathy. Children should also be able to overcome challenges, be 

independent in their everyday life, and be able to lead fulfilling lives and be valued. She may 

not have been confident enough to complete the task independently, and wasn’t confident to 

try and overcome the problem using her own skills.  

 

 

 

This observed critical incident has very important theory links, which may explain the 

reasons behind child A’s behavior. One of these theories is Maslow’s hierarchy of needs. 

Both Interaction Design foundation (no date) and Stoyanov (2017) state that the five main 

needs in Maslow’s hierarchy are physiological needs, safety needs, love and belonging, 

esteem needs and self-actualization. They agree that the basic needs have to be met in 

order for the next level of needs to be met, and so on. If the basic needs are not met, it is 

likely that a person will experience negative emotions. Stoyanov (2017) adds his belief that 

human needs can never be satisfied, as once a person has met one set of needs, they 

immediately set out to meet the next.   



However, Stoyanov (2017) recognizes that there are some critics of Maslow’s theory, who 

say that basic needs don’t always appear in the order that Maslow suggested. For example, 

there are some people living in poverty whose basic food and safety needs are not being 

met, who are still able to have relationships and meet their love and belonging needs.   

 

It could be argued that child A’s needs were not all being met, and as a result, she could not 

concentrate on her work and complete it to a high standard. She could have been feeling 

some negative emotions, such as embarrassment and frustration, and so wanted to find a 

way of completing the work without any further negative feelings.  

 

Granthem-McGregor (2005) recognizes that even if a child is at school and seems to be 

doing a task, it may not mean that they are paying attention and concentrating on it. this 

could be for a number of reasons, including being hungry. Eating is a very important basic 

need that all children have, and this along with access to education are important rights 

under the UNCRC (Unicef, no date). Gage et al. (2014), Tikkanen (2009) and Zipp and 

Eissing (2019) all recognize that what children eat affects their school performance and 

development. Children need a balanced diet to allow them to develop cognitively, as well as 

develop their concentration and improve their performance.  

 

This suggests that child A could have been hungry and focusing on that, and so eating 

something may have improve their ability to concentrate and in effect improve their learning. 

This could be the case as she seemed to be carrying out the activity, however was not fully 

focused on it. If she had eaten breakfast that morning, for example, her enthusiasm and 

concentration on the task may have been different.  

 

Although Granthem-McGregor (2005) recognizes that hunger and nutrition are possible 

factors affecting concentration and performance, it is not the only contributing factor. Lack of 

Sleep can also have an influence. The National Sleep Foundation (2019) suggest that 

children aged between 6 and 13 should have between 9 and 11 hours of sleep per night. If 

they don’t get enough sleep, they may have mood swings, behavioral issues and cognitive 

difficulties, all of which effect their learning ability. Sharma (2014) adds that it can affect their 

ability to function in school, as well as affecting their health, alertness, school performance 

and ability to handle complex tasks. American academy of sleep medicine (2019) also 

agrees with this, saying that children who don’t get enough sleep are less likely to think 

before they act, and don’t seem to be able to solve problems as well.  

 



If child A had not got enough sleep the night before my observation, it is possible that they 

were tired and not concentrating on the task. This may have caused the child to attempt to 

cheat without thinking about the consequences to her, or the affect it would have on the 

other child and her own education. She may have lost motivation to do the task herself due 

to tiredness.  

 

Grigg (2010) talks about the humanistic view of motivation, which highlights the importance 

of building self-esteem and having the determination to succeed. He also mentions the 

cognitive theorists argument that children are motivated by a personal desire to learn, and 

that motivation comes from within as opposed to from rewards. Teachers should make sure 

that learning is relevant, so that children can see the value of it, and are more likely to be 

engaged in it.  

 

Wyse and Rogers (2016) point out that nobody carries out a task to the best of their ability if 

they are feeling negative emotions. Young minds (no date) recognizes that children who 

have low self-esteem usually lack confidence and have a bad image of themselves. They 

struggle to deal with failure, and are never proud of what they achieve as they think they 

could have done better. They continuously compare themselves to other children in a 

negative way. Healthy children.org (2019) describes some of the signs of low self-esteem in 

children. Child A was displaying some of these, as she would not attempt the challenge set, 

showing a fear of failure. She also attempted to cheat, possibly believing she would not do 

well, another sign of low self-esteem.  

 

Positive feelings, on the other hand, provide motivation to solve problems and be creative. 

These include feeling you belong and you matter, being valued, having a voice and choice, 

feeling safe, being liked and feeling you can achieve.  

If child A felt more of these positive emotions as opposed to feeling like she could not 

achieve, she may have been able to complete the task she was set. She could have felt 

these positive emotions through praise and positive reinforcement, an aspect of Skinners 

theory (Hukam, 2010). According to Maag (2001), positive reinforcement is a universal 

principle that is effective regardless of age, gender, culture or disability of children. Hukam 

(2010), Gray and Macblain (2012) and Morgan and Ellis (2011) all agree, saying that it 

encourages positive behaviour through the use of rewards, such as such as stickers, 

certificates and praise. These should be used every day, according to Morgan and Ellis 

(2011), in order for children to be focused, motivated, and to create a positive classroom 

environment. They also believe that rewards should always be consistent, achievable and 

fair.  



However, Grigg (2010) noted that some children do tasks, such as painting or drawing, 

because they are in the mood to do so, and not because they have been promised a reward.  

Piaget, a constructivist, believed that children learn best through doing things for themselves 

rather than receiving instructions from adults. Piaget stressed the importance of active 

learning, where children are free to question, explore and test in the process of constructing 

their own knowledge.  Grigg (2010) 

 

There are similarities between Piaget’s theory and the messages of Montessori, Froebel and 

Dewey, according to Gray and Macblain (2012). They share the view that children learn best 

through practical activities, and that the role of the adult is to foster the child’s inner drive.   

 

Lacher and Zich (2014) share their findings that children do not learn in a badly managed 

class, therefore the key to high engagement is classroom management. The use of praise is 

also important for teachers in order to create a positive learning environment, as well as 

increasing positive behaviours. They showed that classroom engagement, behaviour and 

academic performance were increased when a behaviour management tool known as the 

class Dojo system was introduced.  

 

School A uses class Dojo as one of their reinforcement tools. According to Krach, McCreery, 

and Rimel (2017), Class Dojo is a free, positive classroom management programme with 

over 35 million users, including parents, teachers and children. Teachers are able to give 

dojo’s for good behaviours, and take them away for unwanted behaviours, and are able to 

create a chart based on the children’s behaviour. It allows children to receive immediate 

feedback, allowing them to take control of their behaviour and make improvements. Parents 

are also able to log in to see how their child is doing. Lacher and Zich (2014) emphasize the 

importance of parents being involved in their children’s education, as it helps the child to 

improve academically, as well as improve their behaviour. This has been shown to be true 

regardless of a child’s home income or background.  

 

It is possible that Child A wanted a dojo point for doing good work, but knew she would not 

get one by doing it herself. Also, the fact that parents are able to view them may have 

scared her, as getting a negative dojo for not completing the task may have meant an extra 

punishment at home.  

 

However, Krach, McCreery, and Rimel (2017) show concern that some parents are not 

convinced by the system, as it is seen as a way of bribing the children to behave. It is also 

argued that it could be used as a shaming tool, as every child’s dojo can be shown on the 



whiteboard screen for all of the other children to see. By posting this data, teachers are 

violating the children’s and their families rights to privacy and records protection under the 

Family Educational Rights privacy Act (FERPA 1974). These issues are solvable if teachers 

used a handled device to track dojo points, or by using a password protected computer.  

Another issue with the system may be that some parents find it difficult to access the Dojo 

system at home if they come from a low socio-economic background, as they may not have 

a computer or internet to be able to access it at home. 

 

Reflection/ evaluation:  

Next steps:  

 

Upon reflection, if I were to complete this activity again, I would ensure that the answers 

were not visible, and other children’s work wasn’t left on the table, so that no child could 

cheat. This would give a clear indication of how well each child is able to complete the 

activity.  

 

I would also try and successfully differentiate the work so that all of the children are 

challenged but are still able to complete the task.  Although the work that was set was 

differentiated, Grigg (2010) recognizes that even for the best teachers, differentiation is 

difficult to get completely right. It is possible that the work set for child A was too difficult, so 

she could have lost motivation due to feeling incompetent. A solution to this could be to set a 

slightly easier task to see if that enables her to complete it more independently.   

 

Grigg (2010) also suggests a solution, which is giving children in a group the same piece of 

work, and allowing them to discuss and support each other. This is similar to Vygotsky’s 

Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD), which describes the gap between what children can 

do alone, and what they are able to do with help from a more knowledgeable other (MKO), 

be that a child or adult. Vygotsky believed that it is better for a child to have help from 

someone working at a level marginally higher than their own.  

 

According to Gray and Macblain (2012), Vygotsky recognized that children will all require 

different levels of support, and are capable of different levels of achievement. He realized 

that two children of the same age and ability could reach different achievements due to 

personal or social factors. Gray and Macblain (2012) also recognized that Piaget’s theory 

was similar, as he believed that more able peers are able to explain an activity to another 

child, and both children can gain a greater insight into the problem through their shared 

learning.  



 

Another suggestion would be for the teacher to model the requirements of the task so that 

every child knows exactly what is expected of them. Morgan and Ellis (2011) suggest a 

reason for this. They say that children are like sponges, and learn a lot from watching others. 

Gray and Macblain (2012) talk about Bandura’s social learning theory. Bandura recognised 

that social factors, including observation, aids children’s learning. He also believed that 

motivation was a key factor in children’s behaviour. During the activity, I would provide 

encouragement and praise to the children, to ensure that they stay motivated.  

 

Brookfield (2017) states that critical reflection is the way of identifying how accurate our 

assumptions about teaching are. It is about constantly trying to check these assumptions in 

order to inform everything we do as practitioners. This is important in order to ensure that 

everything we teach and do for children actually helps them to learn.  

 

Solent university (no date) tells us that the term ‘reflective practice’ is associated with Donald 

Schon, who’s 1991 theory suggests that there are two types of reflection. These are 

‘reflection in action’, which happens during an activity or event, and ‘reflection on action’, 

which happens after an activity or event. Reflection in action is experiencing, thinking on 

your feet, thinking what to do next and acting straight away. Reflection on action is thinking 

about something that has happened, thinking what you would do differently next time, taking 

your time.  

 

Another reflection tool is Kolb’s learning cycle (1984) (Solent university, no date).  

This has four elements. These are experience (doing it), observations and reflections 

(reviewing and reflecting on the experience), development of ideas (learning from the 

experience) and testing ideas in practice (planning, trying out what you have learned). These 

elements form a loop which can be started at any point, although it normally starts with the 

experience.  

 

The reflection technique I decided to use were the Arc forms (see appendix 2a-d). This 

method really helped me to structure my reflections and think about all of the important 

aspects of the observed critical incident. However, it was a lot of information to remember 

about each of the four incidents, therefore it would have been easier to focus on one critical 

incident at a time.  

 

For this assignment, I have carried out an observation of an activity in a year 1 and 2 mixed 

classroom. I used the case study method to observe the children, using a participatory 



approach. I then looked at this observation in detail and reflected on it, to see what I would 

change if I were to carry out this activity. I thought about the next steps for this activity, and 

how the reflection developed me as a practitioner.  

 

Throughout this process, collaboration with the teacher was vital, as well as communicating 

with the other members of staff such as the TA. This is in line with the professional learning 

standards (Welsh Government, 2019), which states that collaboration is important for 

allowing effective pedagogy to spread. It was clear that the teacher recognised that teaching 

effective pedagogy is paramount, along with ensuring that the children are able to achieve 

the best outcomes possible.  

 

This process has allowed me to become more reflective, and think more about my role as a 

reflective practitioner (PACEY, 2016). Reflection is very important for good practice, and will 

allow me as a practitioner to continue to improve my practice. It will improve my confidence 

and motivation, as well as allowing me to set targets in order to improve. This will benefit all 

the children within the setting, as well as their parents and carers, as they will be getting the 

best education and care, and achieve better outcomes.  
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