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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. 

A critical incident is any incident that, when critically analysed, brings a deeper 

understanding of the events that took place in the classroom and often will provide learning 

opportunities for the observer and practitioners, as explained by Tripp (1993).  

Joshi (2018) agrees with Tripp when he states, “teachers learn from their analysis of critical 

incidents and improve their ways of teaching” (P.87). 

The critical incident is then dualistic, firstly where the incident has to be observed (the ‘what’ 

aspect), and secondly where it’s meaning is explained (the ‘why’ aspect), it should also be 

interpreted in terms of the role it plays (Tripp, 1993).  

Cohen, et al. (2011) writes, a critical event does not have to be out of the ordinary, it is 

something that is routine and revealing (P.464). 

 

To search for a critical incident, multiple observations were undertaken (See appendix 1 - 4) 

in both a local Primary and Secondary school. Throughout exploring the chosen critical 

incident (See appendix 2.1 and 2.2) theories such as Vygotsky’s (1978) Zone of Proximal 

Development and Dweck’s (2017) Growth Mindset will be critically considered in addition to 

analysing the incident with reference to Donaldson’s (2015) Four Purposes on the new 

curriculum framework and I will consider appropriate measures that could be taken into 

consideration when determining what next learning steps. 

Throughout the multiple lessons I observed one event stuck out as particularly intriguing, a 

young girl overcoming her feelings of inadequacy and having an ambition to complete a 

task. 

 
Formal observations took place in a local community school for children aged from three to 

eleven years. The area has a mixture of privately owned and housing association rented 

properties. There is a high level of economic inactivity in the village and a high level of 

unemployment.  

There will be approximately 425 pupils on roll in September 2019 organised into 14 classes 

– Foundation Phase pupils are organised according to age and ability and KS 2 according to 

age with two form parallel classes.  
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The school’s intake compromises of the full range of ability. PLASC 2018 – 19.4% pupils 

were identified as having additional learning needs which is slightly below the national 

average of 22%. Currently 3 pupils have statements of SEN although 1 more is going 

through the process. This percentage has remained relatively stable over the past four years 

(see appendix 5). 

A year 2 class was involved in the critical incident analysed, it is important to note, even this 

early on in the essay, the children were not in their usual classroom and were rotating 

around classes throughout the day.  

 

Prior to observations I made myself aware of certain ethical implications I may encounter 

throughout my research.  

Both Graham et al and Bera provide ethically related guidelines with regards to researching 

with children.  

In relation to harm they both suggest that participants can be affected by the research 

revealing condemning information and if inappropriate or unscientific methods are used. 

(Graham et al, 2013, P.31 & BERA, 2018, P.19).  

Graham et al (2013) further suggests that best practice includes “obtaining consent form all 

children participating” (P.56), “respecting the children’s right to privacy and ensuring their 

information remains confidential” (P.74), and “a respect for the rights of the child as afforded 

to them under the UNCRC, including the right to have a say and to be heard” (P.169).  

BERA (2018) expands to this list by stating “researchers should do everything they can to 

ensure that all potential participants understand what is involved in a study” (P.9).  

In addition to this they provide imperative information regarding participants privacy;  

The confidential and anonymous treatment of participants’ data is considered the 

norm for the conduct of research. Researchers should recognise the entitlement of 

both institutions and individual participants to privacy and should accord them their 

rights to confidentiality and anonymity. (P.21). 

For this reason, all information regarding the school and pupils involved in the event will 

remain anonymous.  

 

Fletcher-Wood (2016) is critical of observation as a method of gathering research because 

the observer’s impressions of incidents and lessons can misinterpret events or generate a 

misconceived understanding of student progress. In addition, they regard the benefits short-

term observation minimal suggesting observation over a long period will show observers a 

wider variety of teaching aspects.  

However, they also state observation can be a powerful tool when used wisely for teacher 

improvement (P.125). 
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A report from Estyn (2014) shares some good practice for observations that provide a similar 

viewpoint to Fletcher-Wood (2016) showing that observations are only appropriate when 

effective methods are implemented. These should include observations “drawing on a wide 

range of evidence including more than one classroom visit, lasting between thirty to sixty 

minutes, and the observer has an opportunity to receive feedback.” (P.3).  

This argument is echoed by Cohen et al, (2011), they too agree that observational evidence 

can become “cloudy because what we observe depends on when, where and for how long 

we look, how many observers there are, and how we look.” (P.456). 

Cohen further states that there are distinctive features that set observation apart from other 

methods in that live data can be extracted from naturally occurring classroom situations, this 

creates a first-hand account of events. They also reference three separate styles of 

observation; structured, semi-structured, and unstructured. While structured observations 

confirm or deny a hypothesis, semi-structured observations generate hypothesises. Both 

semi-structured and unstructured observations review data before suggesting an 

explanation to the phenomenon being observed. (P.457). 

 

Outlining the opportunities and challenges of an observational approach to research, 

Groundwater-Smith et al (2015) state that it is a very non-disruptive model of research that 

seeks to gather data in an authentic environment (P.104). However, upon reflecting on the 

disadvantages of observation they recognise that limited observation may miss important 

data (P.104) Concerns alluded to by Groundwater-Smith et al. are closely linked to the 

Hawthorne effect. This phenomenon is categorised as “the existence of change due to the 

awareness of being studied, as opposed to the experimental conditions.” (Berthelot, Le Goff 

and Maugars, 2011). 

While there is historical evidence for this phenomenon, alternative evidence exists that 

states the effects can potentially be misinterpreted or over exaggerated. (Timothy Franz in 

Frey, 2018, P.768). Timothy further states that obstacles to accurate research are threats to 

the validity and meaningfulness of a research study. (P.770).  

In addition to this, some struggles I may come across have been expressed by Didau (2016) 

where he states “lesson observation distorts teaching” (P.292), “we bring our cognitive 

biases to bear on the observation” (P.294), and “teaching that produces good learning will 

vary from day to day.” (P.296).  

 
Kumar (2014) outlines the differences between participant and non-participant observation 

stating participant observation as the researcher being involved in the activities of the 

observed group, while a non-participant observer is one who does not involve themselves in 

any activities and conclusions are drawn from watching and listening passively (P.74). 
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Research will be undertaken with the intent of being a non-participant observer, being a 

passive participant will allow an observer to watch intently for a critical event while still 

engaging with the dynamics and culture of the classroom. 

 
Tripp (1993) explores the possibility that critical incidents cannot be defined as things which 

exist independently but are created.  

Tripp (1993, quoted in Joshi, 2018) states there are two stages to understanding critical 

incidents. Firstly, the event needs to be described (the ‘what’ aspect) then secondly, the 

event is explained (the ‘why’ aspect).  

When exploring the positives of gathering data in a case study of a critical incident Joshi 

(2018) remarks the analysis can “create a sense of self-awareness, prompt an evaluation of 

established routines, and encourage teachers to post critical questions about teaching.” 

(P.85).  

Remarking on the potential challenges of a case study in the form of a critical incident, 

Groundwater-Smith presents the following; they “can be regarded as intrusive, participants 

may become weary of involvement, and working with children over time can develop strong 

relationships”. On the other hand, their last point about developing strong relationships with 

children has been highlighted as a positive of case studies too, they also argue this can 

“support and enrich the data generated”, in addition to case studies being able to be 

“adapted to specific cases or contexts”. (Groundwater-Smith, Dockett, and Bottrell, 2015, 

P.128).  

Thiel (1999) and McCabe (2002, quoted in Joshi, 2018) both present similar frameworks to 

reporting critical incidents; they follow a step by step process of firstly recognising the people 

involved in the incident, then outlining the situation, followed by evaluating it by looking at it 

from every possible angle, and finally by explaining resolutions and evaluations. The 

differences are woven through the depth of McCabe’s later research allow him to pose 

questions that demand the observer expand on their critical thinking.  

 
The research outlined will be comprised as a critical incident rather than a case study, while 

they are closely linked a case study will have greater depth. There is the potential to turn this 

critical incident into a case study by completing further analysis with the participants 

involved.  

 
As mentioned earlier, the school day was a little different for all pupils. It was Modern 

Foreign Languages day at the school. Each class had the opportunity to alternate between 

classrooms and learn about a different country in each. I was situated in the Foundation 

Phase where pupils would learn about France, Spain, and Italy. 
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My observation took place in the French classroom with French themed activities around the 

room, pupils had free reign of what activities they would complete. These included; painting 

a rainbow with the French colour names, decorating a French flag with crepe paper, trying 

French pastries, painting like Monet, and building the Eifel Tower out of Lego. This session 

was held with a year two class. 

 

Towards the end of the session, Girl A appeared and asked what I was doing (the class 

teacher had not introduced me, and I had tried to stay as unnoticeable as possible). After 

explaining I wanted to become a teacher, Girl A explained to me that she wanted to be an 

artist when she grew up. I talked with her about some of the art themed activities that were 

placed around the room. She then explained that she had finished all of those tasks and now 

wanted to try and build the Eifel Tower out of Lego, stating “I’ve never done it before but I’m 

going to try and give it my best go. I don’t think I’ll be able to do it, but I’ll try my hardest. 

Because building a tower is like art, isn’t it?” Astounded by this I continued to watch as she 

began building her Eifel Tower. After around 10 minutes she returned with a small tower and 

a beaming face. Girl A was really excited about her efforts and proceeded to show all the 

staff members. When I questioned her about it, she said that building it made her feel good, 

that it was easier than expected, but that she wouldn’t be able to do it again.  

It is also important to note, as a side, that at the beginning of the session pupils participated 

in a mindfulness session where they learned about the ‘I can’t monster’ which encapsulates 

the feelings of inadequacy when completing a task for the first time. Pupils were encouraged 

that the way to defeat the ‘I can’t monster’ is to repeat ‘I can, I can, I can’.  

 

Donaldson’s (2015) review of the current curriculum and additional framework provides Four 

Purposes that learners should obtain, the critical incident outlined above neatly fits in to 

Donaldson’s proposal that “All our children and young people will be ambitious, capable 

learners” (P.29). Donaldson further expresses this will encompass setting high standards, 

seeking challenges, and applying knowledge in different contexts. A fruit of this strand is that 

children will be ready to learn throughout their lives. I would argue that Girl A’s resilience is 

an example of how children can be ambitious and realistic about their learning. Not only did 

she push herself to complete a task she did not feel confident with, she completed more 

than one task during the session. The majority of learners in the lesson picked one task and 

stayed there until the end.  

Girl A also demonstrated her creativity by grasping that opportunity for growth, thinking 

creatively about her ambition, and connecting her desire to become an artist to creating the 
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Eifel Tower. A fruit of this purpose is that children will be ready to play a full part in life and 

work (P.29).  

 
Literature Review 
 
Lev Semyonovich Vygotsky (1978) theorised that there are two kinds of developmental 

levels. The first being the actual development level, where the development of a child’s 

progress is a result of developmental cycles that have already been completed. Vygotsky 

states “only those things that children can do on their own are indicative of mental abilities” 

(P.85). Looking at it from a different point of view, he mentions that a solution to a problem 

that has been supported by leading questions or by a collaborative effort between peers is 

not suggestive of their mental development. He further suggests that,  

“the profoundest thinkers… never entertained the notion that what children can do 

with the assistance of others might be in some sense even more indicative of their 

mental development than what they can do alone.” (P.85)  

When expanding on this concept, Vygotsky states the second level is called the zone of 

proximal development (ZPD). This is where functions have “not yet fully matured but are in 

the process of maturation.” (P.85). The ZPD is, in essence, what the child has the potential 

to complete with the teacher assistance or guidance from a more knowledgeable peer 

(P.86).  

Comparing the two developmental levels he states that “the actual developmental level 

characterises mental development retrospectively, while the zone of proximal development 

characterises mental development prospectively.” And “what is in the zone of proximal 

development today will be the actual development level tomorrow” (P.87). 

The actual developmental level is characterised as not coinciding with the learning process, 

but lagging behind the process of learning, this creates the ZPD (P.91). 

 
While Vygotsky never mentions it, the theory of the zone of proximal development is closely 

linked to Bruner’s (1978) thoughts on scaffolding in education.  

He states that;  

scaffolding refers to the steps taken to reduce the degrees of freedom in carrying out 

some tasks so that the child can concentrate on the difficult skill she is in the process 

of requiring (P.19).  

 

Verenikia (2008) provides some criticism for the scaffolding theory brought forward by 

Bruner (1978). She states that a too literal interpretation of the term will lead to the opposite 
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of the Piagetian view of the child as an active self-explorer and allows the child to be seen 

as passive when receiving instruction from the teacher. (P.165). 

They further state “If scaffolding is understood as direct instruction, it can become a 

hinderance for children’s development as active self-directed learners.” (Verenikina, 2008, 

P.175).  

 

In a similar vein to Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development Theory Bjork & Bjork (2011) 

researched the desirable difficulties phenomenon. This is where a task is required to have a 

considerable amount of effort for completion with the notion that the extra hard work given to 

the problem will improve long-term performance. They state this includes “varying the 

conditions of learning and interweaving instruction on separate topics.” (P.58). They criticise 

their own theory further on by remarking that without prior knowledge of a task it is easy for a 

desirable difficulty to become an “undesirable difficulty” (P.58).  

 
Carol Dweck (2017) provides a popular theory of learning regarding how a pupil’s mindset 

effects the way they learn. She suggests there are two categories under this research; a 

fixed and a growth mindset. Broadly speaking, a person with the fixed mindset will be averse 

to challenges and have little self-belief while a person with the growth mindset will thrive on 

challenges and sees failure as a learning opportunity.  

This research has led to wide implementation in schools where children learn about how to 

achieve a growth mindset in meditation session to enhance their learning. (Busch, 2018 & 

Green and Martin, 2017). 

Expanding on her definitions of each of the terms, Dweck (2017) states that “Growth mindset 

is based on the belief that your basic qualities are things you can cultivate through your 

efforts.” (P.7). She further writes,  

People with growth mindset are also constantly monitoring what’s going on, but their 

internal monologue is not about judging themselves and others in this way. Certainly, 

they’re sensitive to positive and negative information, but they’re attuned to its 

implications for learning and constructive action: What can I learn from this? How can 

I improve? How can I help my partner to do this better? (P.215). 

 

Opposingly, when describing the fixed mindset, Dweck (2017) states this is when pupils 

believe their “qualities are carved in stone, creating an urgency to prove themselves over 

and over.” (P.6) and that “the fixed mindset limits achievement. It fills people’s minds with 

interfering thoughts, it makes effort disagreeable and it leads to inferior learning strategies.” 

(P.67). 
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Emphasising the importance of having a growth mindset, Dweck remarks that while people 

who possess growth mindset do not believe they could become anything with appropriate 

positive thinking, rather they believe that this could be accomplished with “passion, toil, and 

training.” (P.7).  

The trait of passion is further expressed when Dweck (2017) declares the growth mindset is 

stretching yourself and staying at it when it is difficult (P.7), and how students with the 

growth mindset are undisturbed by stereotyping and failure (P.76). 

 

Didau (2016) exhibits some challenging positions to the duality of the fixed and growth 

mindsets. While recognising the importance of effort and hard work he states that “The 

growth mindset theory… is not a fact” and that “It’s important to remember the evidence is 

not the same thing as proof.” (P.311). 

 

Surprisingly, Dweck has been seen to agree with this position posed by Didau. She stated 

that while growth mindset was promising for pupils’ achievement there was still a long way to 

go, and that much is left to be learned. This was followed by her stating “Approaches to 

cultivating a growth mindset are in their infancy.” (Dweck, 2018). 

 

Other criticism of Dweck’s growth mindset theory has come in the form of possible 

amendments, found in work submitted by Ericsson & Pool (2018) where it is stated that 

Growth mindset gives students the advice that they can do anything they put their minds to 

without providing them with sufficient guidance on how to accomplish their dreams leading to 

frustration. They suggest a third mindset called the “deliberate practice mindset”.  

This third mindset is an approach to building skills while young to become a master of them 

as you age.  

“These principles include maintaining an intense focus, staying on the edge of one’s comfort 

zone, getting immediate feedback, identifying weak points and developing practice 

techniques designed specifically to address those weaknesses.” They conclude with, 

“Instead of simply telling students that they can accomplish anything they wish, teachers 

should demonstrate to students the value of deliberate practice directly.” (Ericsson & Pool, 

2018).  

 

Each observation was followed by a reflective template which guided the thoughts and 

feelings of the event into reflective conclusions (see appendix 2.2). 

This allowed me to engage with reflecting on what I understood from the event and how it 

made me feel in addition to prompting analysis and action points. 
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This model will be expanded on during the following section with reference to the theories 

already analysed.  

 

This critical event is a good example of what Bjork & Bjork (2011) called the desirable 

difficulties. By the girls own words, she did not think that she was good enough to complete 

the task she had been set. However, this coupled with the growth mindset Girl A had shown, 

created a difficulty that was desirable and not undesirable, as Bjork and Bjork warn against 

(P.58).  

The Desirable Difficulties theory does not hold up, when comparing it to my critical incident, 

as well as Vygotsky’s ZPD and Bruner’s Scaffolding. I think this because while the Desirable 

Difficulties allows room for learners to strive for attainment it is difficult for the practitioner to 

encompass within a lesson. This difficulty arises when creating the boundary between the 

desirable difficulty and an undesirable difficulty, rather, between a pupil engaged because 

they are challenged and becoming disengaged because they cannot do the work.  

 

On the other hand, the ZPD and scaffolding are easier to facilitate in this classroom setting 

as they don’t require as much guesswork from the teacher. If scaffolding is not taken too 

literally and the ZPD stretches the actual developmental level appropriately they can be 

useful tools for development.  

 

It can be argued that Girl A is an exemplar of the growth mindset theory, her determination 

to persist through difficulties and actively seeking out challenge are the main components of 

Dweck’s theory.  

This event has been taken out of context, apart from this one-hour observation I have had 

no other contact with Girl A. It could be that this was a one-off event, or that due to 

phenomena, such as the Hawthorne Effect discussed earlier, Girl A saw my presence in the 

classroom as a sign that the students were being observed and she should look like she was 

a hard worker.  

Aside from this, Sisk et al (2018) bring some highly critical work to the growth mindset 

theory. In their conclusion they state that while practitioners need to be weary of growth 

mindset there are some subgroups this may be very effective for. One of these subgroups 

are pupils who are academically at risk, or with a low socio-economic status (P.569). While it 

is unfair to suggest the socio-economic of an individual child, and against direct instruction 

from various ethical researchers (BERA, 2018 and Graham et al, 2013), the information 

provided by the school about the local area and this year’s cohort would suggest it is likely 

this is the case for the majority of pupils.  
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In this case, it would be safe to assume the growth mindset was appropriate and effective in 

this environment.   

 

An imperative argument brought by Ericsson & Poole (2018) is the addition of the third 

mindset, the deliberate practice mindset. While building Lego towers does not fall into a 

category they outline as something you need to practice for to become a virtuoso, I would 

argue that Girl A’s actions indicate her attitude and show promise of this deliberate practice 

mindset.   

 

As referenced in the ARC sheet for this session (see appendix 2.2) I was stunned by Girl A’s 

reaction to the thought of having to re-do the tower. Her response was that she didn’t think 

that she would be able to do it. This attitude does not lend itself to the growth mindset 

theory, shouldn’t pupils with the growth mindset always be pushing themselves past the ‘I 

can’t’ stage?  

In this context I would argue no. While the growth mindset theory is about a state of mind 

where pupils actively engage with challenge, it does little to mention interest. Girl A showed 

her growth mindset by completing the task she thought she was not going to be good at, I 

believe this is adequate reasoning to label her with growth mindset. In fact, if it was the 

opposite scenario, where Girl A completed the Lego Eifel Tower and then proceeded to only 

build towers out of Lego, this would show, according to Dweck, a fixed mindset. The 

freeness displayed by the fact that it did not matter to her that although she had completed 

the task she could take the initiative to say she did not want to do it again shows a real 

development in understanding who she is and the nature of her resilience. 

 
Conclusion 

Observation strategies have a wide variation with arguments for and against each individual 

method. (references) Alongside this there is a wealth of criticism regarding the unhelpful 

nature of the critical incident (reference) and suggestions on how to make the most out of 

your observation time in the classroom (reference).  

Having said this, the non-participatory observational strategy used was very effective as it 

allowed me to take a step back and give my observation a holistic approach.  

 

For professional practitioners throughout wales the Welsh Government (WAG, 2018) 

compiled a list of Professional Standards for Teaching and Leadership that are to be used 

as guidance to “characterise excellent practice and support professional growth.” (P.2). The 

values are organised into five segments ranging between pedagogy, leadership, 

professional learning, innovation, and collaboration. The critical analysis of an event 
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discovered as part of a non-participatory observation and reflected upon can be associated 

with multiple of these standards. The standard for effective pedagogy was met by evaluating 

the best outcomes of the session and considering alternative arrangements for future 

lessons. The standard for professional learning was met by striving to broaden my 

understanding of various learning theories such as growth mindset and scaffolding to 

develop my own pedagogy. Finally, the standard of innovation was met by suggesting 

different opportunities that could be open for practitioners when faced with similar 

opportunities. (P.2)  

These standards link into teaching being a reflective role where practitioners are able to 

learn from previous works.  

 

The theories of growth mindset (reference), the Zone of Proximal Development (reference), 

Scaffolding (reference), and the desirable difficulties (reference) are closely associated, I 

propose that without the growth mindset of girl A the scaffolding and ZPD would not have 

been effective, and vice-versa.  

 

Upon reflecting and analysing this critical event I now understand the reason it stood out to 

me when observing. There was a perfect balance of growth mindset, self-efficacy, ZPD, 

scaffolding, and the desirable difficulties that made the event possible. The incident, that 

was a learning curve for the pupil, was only made possible through very specific events that 

both the learner and practitioners took advantage of.  
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