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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  
Gender is one of the biggest issues in education and there are many different theories and 

myths on what can affect boys throughout their time in education. For the purpose of this 

essay I will be focusing on a critical incident that I observed during my time at SCHOOL X and 

discuss how I will be able to put it into my future teaching career and also how it is linked to 

certain literature. Critical incidents have two main uses; in education teachers use critical 

incidents to help develop an understanding and control of their practise and they can also use 

them for classroom research by helping a teacher to understand the class that they will be 

teaching (Tripp, 2012). Tripp (2012) states that the majority of incidents are events that occur 

regularly with hidden motives behind it. For example, a child putting their hand up in class may 

be due to underlying motives such as attention behaviour and/or classroom culture. 

 

During this essay I will be looking at: 

- My observations of the whole school and certain lessons, 

- The observation method used 

- Donaldson’s four purposes  

- The details of my specific critical incident  

- A literature review about boys’ engagement and boys’ attainment 

- Reflections of the focus of my incident  

Within this essay I will be focusing on one incident that took place in SCHOOL X but will be 

looking into different areas of this incident and researching and reviewing them. The different 

areas that I will be researching to do with gender divide in a classroom are boys’ attainment 

(Corry, 2016 ;Washbrook and Moss, 2017) and boys’ engagement (Martino, 1999; Chris C 

and Burke D, 2012) and different educational standards (Ofsted, 2003; Estyn, 2017-18).  

 
Observation 
The critical incident occurred in an English medium mixed secondary school in a coastal town 

in South Wales. The school accommodates ages 11-18 and currently has around 1,200 pupils 
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on roll. During the latest Estyn Inspection, the school was scored as good for all categories 

which include Overall Performance, Leadership and Management and the Outcomes (Wales 

Online, 2019). The percentage of pupils that are eligible for free school meals is 8.1% which 

is nearly half of the national average of 16% (My Local School, 2018). 

Before beginning my observations and stepping into the classroom I was made familiar with 

the schools safeguarding policy which enabled me to ensure that the children were able to 

stay safe, be comfortable in secure environments and that there were no posed risks for any 

of the learners. The observation witnessed specifically took place in a year 9 Art lesson.  There 

were 27 pupils present and the class was mixed ability. The class contained 12 boys and 15 

girls; this made a huge impact on my decision of which critical incident to focus on as I had 

never witnessed such a gender divide in a classroom environment. During this lesson pupils 

were halfway through their topic and the teacher was checking each pupils’ individual progress 

on drawings which were to be completed during the lesson. Pupils were all at different stages 

which was the reasoning behind the teachers aims and objectives of the lesson (Appendix A). 

For the purpose of this assignment and to ensure anonymity I will ensure that school, pupils 

and teacher names are confidential throughout this essay.  

 
Methodology 
For this assignment I chose to use a written observation method in the form of field notes. 

(Appendix A, B, C &  D). I felt this was best as I was able to have a clear structure to the form 

which made sure that my observation would be accurately written and everything I would need 

was included. Also, I had to ensure that I had enough information written down to enable an 

accurate reflection in a few weeks’ time (Appendix E, F, G & H) Furthermore, this method 

guaranteed that the information needed would not be forgotten. Dan Willingham main 

research focuses on working memory and long-term memory. Willingham (2009) states how 

retrieving memory is brought on by ques. Therefore, poor ques will not help you to access the 

memory. He continues to say that even though you could remember the memory is in your 

system, you may not be able to remember distinct points (Willingham, 2009). After looking at  

Willingham’s research if my observations weren’t written down, I may have not had to the 

memory ques to be able to remember them when writing this essay. I also felt this observation 

method was the most discrete as although I would be sat in their lessons there would be no 

obvious distractions, therefore not using the Hawthorne Effect (Payne & Payne, 2004). The 

Hawthorne Effect is used to describe how people’s behaviour changes when they are being 

studied or observed. I wanted to observe pupils in a natural environment and to see their true 

reactions to certain aspects of lessons. Although I feel this is the most positive method of 

observation, there are also negatives to this technique. During some of the lessons that I 
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observed I was not able to witness every incident that was happening around the classroom 

as while concentrating on and noting one incident other were happening at the same time. 

This means that I could have missed vital information. 

Other methods of observation that I considered included the use of technology, time sampling 

and ABC Analyses. Different observation methods can be very useful, as Neaum writes:  

 

“Different observation techniques need to be used to elicit different information. It is 

important that the information that you gather in your observation is appropriate and 

sufficiently detailed to enable you to make accurate assessments of children’s 

learning” (Sally Neaum, 2014, p. 145) 

 

Selecting the right method is very important and personally I decided that for this assignment 

Time Sampling and ABC analysis were not appropriate methods for my incident as these are 

mainly used to assess different behaviours whereas my incident does not look directly at 

behaviour. For example, Time Sampling is often used to record how often a behaviour is 

occurring and ABC analysis is used to observe an individual’s behaviour by what starts and 

follows during the incident or behaviour (Complex Needs, n.d).  In comparison to the other 

methods I feel that the use of technology would have been beneficial as I was only able to 

observe the class at a glance and would have missed information that could have been vital 

to my incident and would have made my observation even more accurate.  However, I decided 

that the use of a video camera in a classroom environment could have become a distraction 

for the pupils and some could have displayed a dramatic change in behaviour, whether that 

be overly positive or negative. Furthermore, I didn’t want to disrupt the class teachers lesson 

in anyway so felt it was more practical to use written notes.  For the purpose of this observation 

I decided to choose non-participant observation so I could observe without being involved with 

the children. 

 

 
Four Purposes 
My observation dealt with an obvious gender divide within a mixed ability class. As written 

before, the class was split into 15 girls and 12 boys. I feel the classroom culture at first was 

focused although there was slight chatting between certain pupils while continuing with their 

drawings which they were instructed to do by the class teacher. After observing the class for 

a short period of time I noticed that no obvious seating plan had been given by the teacher 

and that the boys and girls were sat completely divided and on separate tables.  
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Figure 1: The Layout of the Year 9 Art Classroom that I witnessed my Critical Incident in 

during my observations at SCHOOL X. 

 

Figure 1 is a diagram showing the layout of the classroom and where the pupils and teacher 

were sat/stood. The teacher chose to sit on the table with the boys and asked pupils to come 

up and queue in the centre of the classroom to show her their work if they felt they had finished. 

The teacher’s seat of choice caused confusion for me as she was unable to see the other side 

of the classroom due to the pupils waiting to be seen which happened to be the girls table. 

Although the girls definitely seemed more on task, which may have been the reasoning behind 

it, the teacher was unable to witness any bad behaviour if something had occurred during this 

lesson. Some of the boys, on the other hand, continually got distracted and the teacher 

definitely focused on their behaviour and made sure certain individuals from the class were 

always on task. After speaking to a member of the senior management team and asking if this 

was what should be expected with seating arrangements during lessons, I was made very 

aware that it is written in the school policy that seating arrangements for classes must be 

boy/girl set up. After witnessing this observation, I chose my critical incident to consider gender 

with a more intense focus on the differences in gender in education and boys’ engagement 

and attainment in a classroom environment. 

 

The new curriculum aims to be up and running in all schools in Wales by 2022. The main 

purpose of the new curriculum is to focus on 4 purposes and characteristics for the pupils’ 

futures. Professor Graham Donaldson (2015) in his Successful Futures Review states that 

from the analysis and evidence gained around schools in Wales that he feels there are four 

main aspects that learners should be leaving school with.  
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These are: 

- “Ambitious and Capable Leaners 

- Enterprising and Creative Contributors 

- Ethical and Informed Citizens 

- Healthy and Confident Individuals” (Donaldson, 2015, p.31) 

 

The main Donaldson purpose that I feel would link to my critical incident is Enterprising and 

Creative Contributors. Although I feel that this was not shown well within my observation and 

could have been improved. The lesson will have not developed any skills in order to complete 

this purpose as I felt after this lesson, they would not have been ready to play a full part in 

their life and learning environment. Personally, I feel that the seating arrangement contributed 

to this lack. Pupils were unable to concentrate fully due to being sat in their seat of choice 

which happened to cause a huge gender divide, whereas separating them into a seating plan 

would have encouraged pupils to be more engaged in the art class. School X advises their 

teachers to put the learners into a boy/girl seating plan for every lesson. This is significant to 

the Four Purposes as the seating plans encourage pupils to work with different pupils who 

they would not normally have the chance to work with, which is alike to the environment of 

their possible future workplaces. The arrangement of the pupils would, in this case, make a 

huge difference in the learning as during another lesson that I observed (Appendix C) the 

pupils were sat in a boy/girl format. The learners seemed more engaged in the actual lesson 

and its objectives/aims which approves Donaldson’s (2015) four purposes as these seating 

plans will over time improve their part of work and life which then supports their futures as 

fulfilled members of society.  

 
Literature Review 
There are many different views on gender within a classroom and school environment. 

Throughout this section the discussion of literature will focus on ‘Boys Engagement’ in the 

classroom and ‘Boys Attainment’ in schools. 

 

Wayne Martino, a researcher who focuses on the field of gender in Education, published a 

report called “'Cool Boys', 'Party Animals', 'Squids' and 'Poofters': Interrogating the Dynamics 

and Politics of Adolescent Masculinities in School” (Martino, 1999). This report focuses on 

how boys relate to themselves and others within peer relations at a secondary school in 

Australia. Within the school the boys are identified by certain stereotypes which are given in 

the title of the report. This identifies the dynamics of certain masculinities within this particular 

school environment. For the report, the boys were interviewed by a teacher from this school. 
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This could have caused some bias from the pupils as the students could have produced 

specific answers as they would have known the teachers expectations of them, whereas the 

boys may have felt comfortable with the teacher so may have been more honest with them 

about their experiences with gender in their school environment. From Martinos (1999) 

research he states how boys manage their masculinity depending on the femininity of a 

situation which is why boys often try to avoid emotions as this is considered to be very 

feminine. Martino also focuses on how the idea of rejecting school is often seen as a cool 

masculine issue. As within the report Nathan (name change due to anonymity) communicates 

his issues with masculinity in education as 

 

“being smart is more acceptable for girls because this highlights the gendered 

dimension of 'acting cool' and perhaps accounts for many boys' rejection of schooling.” 

(Martino, 1999, p.250). 

 

Another student who is named as Shaun describes the issue with boys’ engagement coming 

down to what is actually being taught in the lessons. He explains how they do not get taught 

things for outside of school life or things that are important to him (Martino, 1999). This 

research relates to my critical incident as I feel some of the boys were less engaged in the art 

class due to them focusing on the idea that they will never use this skill in their future lives 

while also focusing on the girls opinion and wanting to “act cool”. Yet at the end of his research 

paper Martino (1999) expresses that if educators/management don’t change  pupils’ views on 

masculinity then the issues in gender will continue without change. 

 

Clarke, C and Burke, D (2012) completed a research task into ‘Why are boys falling behind: 

the impact of boys attitudes towards literacy and their reading behaviours’. The research 

project focuses on boys’ engagement during literacy lessons. The researchers state pupils 

think   

 

“reading is not cool” (Chris & Burke, 2012, p,2) 

 

Chris and Burke’s (2012) research highlights that boys and girls read for different reasons; 

the girls’ reason being to keep them happy while boys’ reason being because of boredom 

(Chris & Burke, 2012). This research project is similar to Martinos (1999) idea of how boys’ 

engagement in lessons depend on their outlook of what looking cool means. Looking at two 

different pieces of literature and finding similar findings is very dynamic and sure for the 

issues on gender. Furthermore, the reading concentrates on how the interests of boys are 

not considered in the school curriculum and how the material used is often aimed at girls 
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(Chris & Burke, 2012). Chris and Burke (2012) also suggest that boys lack of engagement in 

school may be due to teachers being in the majority female whereas boys react better to 

male teachers, although they later disregard this option as their research evidence states 

there is no link between the gender of the teacher and the success of a pupil. The only 

objection to this idea could be that a pupil may have a better relationship with a certain 

member of staff who just so happen to be a certain gender. To conclude their research 

project Chris and Burke (2012) state that to engage boys in school there needs to be more 

materials used that are of more interest to this specific gender. Chris and Burke (2012) use 

the example of linking the curriculum with technology to gain more interest on their behalf. 

These two pieces of literature both agree that schools need to focus more on what they are 

teaching the boys rather than how they are actually teaching it. Therefore, teaching things 

that will interest them will gain their engagement in school. 

 

Legewie and DiPrete (2012) suggest that boys underperform in comparison to girls in an 

educational context and this is highlighted at GCSE level. ‘The Gap Buster Summary Report’ 

(2007) states that for a school to become successful in narrowing the gender gap in 

education, but especially in literacy, they need to accept whole school issues. These whole 

school issues are listed in the report and some include independency, listening to views of 

pupils and respect for others and many more (Gap Buster Summary Report, 2007). Another 

view on boys’ attainment in school is by Val Corry (2017) who writes about the gender gap in 

the Scottish education system although she explains how it is not limited to a certain country 

but an issue across the world. Within her research project Corry focuses on Freemans study 

of ‘Cultural Influences on Gifted Gender Achievement’. From his research Freeman (2004) 

found that girls outperformed boys in all the subjects and there were more failures with boys 

than amongst the girls, which supports Corry’s research that the gender gap in education is 

a worldwide issue . Additionally, Corry (2017) discusses how there will always be a gender 

that performs below the other although boys and girls technically should not be seen by their 

gender as there is different groups within this and no consideration is given for that. Corry 

(2017) writes about ‘gender blindness’ in her report as gender is not diverse in school 

environments due to the changes in gender fluidity.  Additionally, she develops her idea for 

the education system to not lose the gender barrier as this could limit achievement on both 

genders (Corry, 2017). Finally, it is stated by Corry (2017) that no changes will be made for 

the gender gap unless a change in school policies happen.  Professor Gemma Moss and Dr 

Liz Washbrook completed a research paper on ‘Understanding the Gender Gap in Literacy 

and Language Development’. Alike to Corry (2017) research, Washbrook and Moss (2016) 

discuss the fact that children should not be judged by gender, but by specific groups that can 

be seen as a risk. Some of these can include domestic violence, mental health, ill-health etc. 
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In the conclusion of their research paper they state that they are unable to give guidance on 

how to narrow the gap in education (Washbrook & Moss, 2016). Yet Washbrook and Moss 

(2016) discuss how home life of a child makes a huge difference in their education and a 

boy in a good home environment is more likely to excel in school and their subjects.  

Washbrook and Moss (2016) believe that the argument on gender would be strengthened if 

theories challenged the expectations of a child’s development.  

 

The GCSE results are one of the biggest problematic areas within gender attainment, as the 

results are always shown and discussed separately as boys’ results and girls’ results. This is 

because schools like to compare the performance of learners with previous years and this is 

the easiest way to write targets and form a tracking system for the school (Ofsted, 2003) 

Typically girls GCSE results are always higher than boys, this hasn’t always been so. During 

the 1970s education gave a major push into girl’s results, especially maths and sciences 

(Ofsted, 2003). Yet now we are completely opposite with even traditionally male strong 

lessons like DT pushing the girls ahead during assessments and exams (Ofsted, 2003). 

During the latest Estyn report which was written in 2017-2018 they stated that  

 

“At key stage 4, girls continue to outperform boys nationally, particularly in subjects 

such as English and welsh” (Estyn Report, 2017-18, p.40) 

 

This does not come as a shock to the education system as this subject is constantly being 

focused on and targeted by schools to improve their results overall within genders. The only 

question now is how boys results for GCSE can be improved to the same level as the girls 

without seeing a drop in a certain genders result as it seems all the literature focused on in 

this review has not been able to come up with a significant way to improve boys results in the 

education system. To the contrary of this SCHOOL X had a significant result with boys not 

only rising over the national average and local authorities estimate of results, but actually 

gaining better results than the girls. This is shown in Figure 2.  
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Figure 2: A percentage of boys and girls at School X getting 5 A*- C grades at GCSE and 

comparing them to the Local Authority and National Average Results (Wales Online, 2019) 

 

So, in some circumstance’s boys can do better than girls although it is a minority. Schools 

need to make sure that when dealing with this they do not turn gender bias. In an article written 

by Joanne Moorhead (2019), she conducts an interview with Matt Pinkett and Mark Roberts  

who say the solution to the gender bias problem is that policies need to be clearly displayed 

and properly signposted to show what is and is not acceptable on subjects like sexism, racism 

and homophobia. In ‘The Guardian’ newspaper article Pinkett states  

 

“At the moment, 64% of teachers are unaware of any policy in their school on sexism. 

They’re feeling the effects of it, but they’re not seeing the steps being taken that would 

begin to eradicate it” (Moorhead, 2019)  

 

This shows that the thought that boys are not able to do as well as girls need to be stopped 

in education if a change in results is wanted by schools as the negativity around the gender 

could be behind the reasoning of why boys are falling behind girls. 
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Reflection 
I felt it was important to reflect on the observations I made during my time in school as it helped 

to give me ideas on what to do and what not to do in the classroom environment. To help with 

my reflection I used an Assisted Reflective Conclusions (ARC) model.  

During the ARC model I focused on: 

- my feelings of the lessons 

- the learning elements that went well  

- the elements that were disappointing  

- the cause of the disappointing elements 

- the solutions to the disappointing elements 

- things I will keep the same to ensure effective teaching  

- what I will do next during my teaching experience  

 

From the art lesson I observed (Appendix E) my feelings for the lesson were that the objectives 

given were very clear, and all learners knew what to do and exactly how to do it. The one thing 

that shocked me during the lesson was the clear gender divide in the classroom as this was 

not anything I had seen before when observing other lessons in School X. Additionally, I felt 

this played a big part in the distractive behaviour that took place in the lesson, although this 

wasn’t often witnessed or commented on by the teacher. The aspects of the lesson that went 

well were that leaners were able to individually work on their artwork to their capability while 

having individual help from the teacher. During my future lessons I hope to track individual 

learners to ensure all my learners are on task and to make sure that pupils of both genders 

are being pushed to their full potential. The elements that I thought could have been improved 

upon in the lesson was that the teacher didn’t have a full view of the girls in the classroom and 

only commented on the boys’ distractive behaviour. I feel the cause of this element was that 

there were no seating plan arrangements in the classroom. A solution to the issue is for the 

teacher to put a boy/girl seating plan in place to ensure that pupils will be able to concentrate 

better by not being sat by their friends or their choice of person. In an article from ‘The 

Guardian’ newspaper, Beadle (2005) explains how during his classroom experience as a 

teacher he found that boys don’t want to be seen as “thick”. So, he suggests that boy/girl 

seating plans work if you sit boys with girls of a lower attainment and boys will thrive in being 

able to help in classes (Beadle, 2005). For my future classes I will plan seating plans to ensure 

that I will be able to grasp the attention and engagement of all my pupils and constantly have 

a full view of all leaners. Personally, I feel this will really help me in keeping my future classes 

under control with behaviour issues as well as to control the work that they are doing in the 

lessons. 
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Conclusion 
In conclusion, the critical incident that I witnessed showed how gender divide can sometimes 

have a negative impact on boys’ engagement and attainment in education. By observing the 

Art Class I concluded that the gender divide was the cause of many issues within the 

classroom and these would have been solved by having a boy/girl seating plan as this would 

have engaged the boys more and they would not have been sat by their friends therefore their 

grades would have improved due to engagement. The positive engagement and attainment 

that would have occurred due to the seating plan would be in line with Donaldson’s (2015) 

Four Purposes as it will support the learners in being able to become good citizens during 

their future lives and careers. After observing this lesson, I feel it will greatly impact my future 

teaching as by using seating plans it will improve my learner’s performance overall within my 

lessons by allowing me to control who they are sat by and what exactly they are doing. After 

considering the research from my literature review, I’ve found there are many different views 

on how to tackle the issue on gender bias/divide yet no researcher has been able to come to 

a conclusive answer for the cause of girls doing better than boys not only with results but their 

overall educational experience. But the research does agree on the fact that something needs 

to be done to stop the divide in gender; to support boys’ grades as well as making sure that 

girls’ grades do not drop during the process. This is definitely a huge problem that needs to 

be focused on over the coming years along with the changes of the new curriculum in Wales. 
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