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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 

Critically evaluating within the context of this assignment means constructively opening and 

driving a discourse, through which perceptions of events can be challenged, refined and 

explored. This process will be applied to an event made critical through studying historical 

psychological theory, as well as current papers relevant to incident. To this extent, the critical 

incident will be described in relation to Donaldson’s four purposes (Donaldson, 2015, Pg 30). 

The critical incident discussed allows a glimpse into how a student in social care adapts to 

their school environment as well exploring the importance of home stability on academic 

progress. Critical reflection will allow the transformation from initial observations to 

evaluative next steps. The conclusions arrived at will then guide the practise of an individual 

towards the new Professional Standards for Teaching and Leadership. 

 

Observation 

In compliance with the BERA (2018, Page 21, Point 40) guidelines, all individuals and the 

school in which they reside shall remain anonymous throughout this document. The school 

in which the observed critical incident occurred is a comprehensive Pioneer School located 

in the South Wales area and shall henceforth be referred to as ‘School X’. The school is host 

to 1700 pupils ages 11-18 and has a budget of around £4100 per student. The school 

averages a 95% attendance record, with 6.5% of their students qualifying for FSM (free 

school meals), well below the national average of 16% (My Local School, 2018). FSM is 

widely used alongside attendance and achievement levels as a measure of a schools’ 

performance; however, studies have shown that the FSM indicator is greatly limited in 

showing the relation with educational outcomes, and instead acts as an indicator for socio-

economic disadvantage within the context of the school (Taylor, 2018). The observed critical 

incident in this instance focused on a year eleven pupil, during a GCSE PE lesson, and his 
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interaction, or lack thereof, with his teacher. It may be of note that the incident occurred 

towards the beginning of the academic year.  

There exists a plethora of different methodologies when it comes to observing and assessing 

within the context of educational practises. One immediate distinction is whether they fall 

under participant or non-participant observations. During participant observations the 

researcher often takes part in the activities of the group being observed (Kumar 2014, Ch 9), 

whereas non-participant observers present themselves by passively watching and listening 

while attempting to make conclusions. One general drawback that arises from most forms of 

observation is that the presence of the researcher is likely to affect the behaviour of the 

subjects, limiting the scope with which any conclusions drawn could be used. This 

displacement of normal behaviour attributed to an observer is denoted as the Hawthorne 

effect. Different motivations for observations may employ certain techniques to fully capture 

specific aspects of the behaviour being observed. When trying to encapsulate a large spread 

of possible behaviours, quantitative methods of observation involving data capture 

techniques could be successfully employed, for example tally-charts, or using various scales 

to assign a numeric to particular students or classes. Whilst invaluable for certain purposes, 

quantitative based observations can fall short from painting a full picture of events, as 

described in Ted Wragg’s ‘An Introduction to Classroom Observation’ (Wragg 2013, Ch 1, 

Pg 9). Ted goes on to write about qualitive methods of observation. These approaches allow 

for a detailed and in-depth focus into nuances within interactions in the classroom. It is for 

these reasons that the observation method used for the purposes of this assignment was a 

passive, naturalistic approach, detailing events in a qualitive format. The observation field 

notes (as seen in figures 1-6 within the appendices) were based on questions outlined in 

Harry Fletcher-Wood’s book ‘Ticked off’ (Fletcher-Wood, 2016, Pg 125). These questions 

give a clear direction for the aim of observing a potential incident which could later be formed 

into a critical one, whilst allowing observations made in different lessons to be more easily 

compared.  

A case study is often defined as the content of research committed over a period of time that 

focuses on a specified person, group or circumstances. Case studies appear to provide a 

more tangible presentation of ideas to readers than sheer theory could alone. Hitchcock and 

Hughes (1995, Pg 317) provide a list of indicators they consider quintessential to case 

studies. To them, case studies offer a detailed and thorough, qualitive description of 

circumstances, as well as a chronologic prescription of events. As well as focusing on 

multiple perceptions from the participants of the study, a large focus is placed in key events 

of the case. The consequential report should conflate descriptions of events with analysis. 

Authors of the book; ‘Research Methods in Education’, (Cohen et al. 2011, Pg 293) identify 
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similar possible advantages to using case studies for the purposes of research in education, 

i.e. that they are accessible to a wider audience, and that they are applicable to more real 

and grounded scenarios. The disadvantages identified grapple with the idea that case study 

results are often unrepeatable due to the nature of how specific the set-up for events may 

be. This leads to the issue that studies are susceptible to observer bias, as well as results 

being unable to be generalised.  

Within educational practises, the term ‘critical incident’ has a specific meaning within the 

context of its use. Tripp (2012, Pg 8) contrasts critical incidents with tangible objects, in 

particular a ‘gold nugget’ waiting to be discovered. By this he intends to highlight that without 

an observer, not only is a critical incident unidentifiable, but it does not exist, as it is the 

researcher’s analysis and judgement of an events renders them critical incidents. Tripp 

(2012, Pg 25) goes on to identify two main stages of a critical incident; one, the observation 

and description of some incident, providing a ‘what’ and a ‘why’; and two, analysing and 

providing an explanation for the incident in a broader and usually social context. Critical 

incidents can be used as a reflective tool to move from direct observation, through 

conjecture and speculation, and arriving at a transformed position. The Gibbs’ (Gibbs 1988) 

reflective cycle, as interpreted by T. Cox (2019); denoted as the ‘Assisted Reflective 

Conclusions (ARC) Model’, provides a process in which an experience becomes a 

transformed experience (examples of which can be seen in figures 7-10 within the 

appendices). The observations performed for the purposes of this report were studied with 

the intentions creating critical incidents with which to identify the possible next steps and 

produce a critical reflection that would inform professional and personal teaching 

development. 

The occurrence studied for this report takes place during a 4th period year 11 GCSE physical 

education lesson. The subject of the observation became partially focused on a male pupil 

situated at the back of the classroom, with the observer positioned just a few meters behind 

him. Throughout the lesson the subject exhibited general behaviours that signalled his 

disinterest (chatting, fiddling with scissors, attempting to distract others etc.). However, the 

class of pupils were fairly unruly, and many potential critical incidents could have been 

explored (as seen in figures 5-6 within the appendices). The reason the particular student 

was selected as the focus of this critical incident study was that the selected subject’s 

behaviour came to an apparent head quite dramatically. The subject removed some 

branded, solid sherbet based, tablet sweets from his pencil case and then using a pen, 

proceeded to crush them into a fine powder which he formed into a line and snorted. The act 

was a clear imitation of controlled substance abuse. Although the observer was completely 

confident there was no immediate danger, the relevant child protection officer was informed 



1905225 

of the event at an appropriate time. During the observers’ enquiries after the incident, it 

came to light that the school was already aware of this student’s behaviours, and that this he 

had previously suffered significantly from a domestic abuse situation. It was also disclosed 

that the student was currently (at the time of observing) a ‘Looked after child’, meaning he 

had been in the care of his local authority for any period greater than 24 hours. Donaldson’s 

four purposes outline what the new curriculum is aspired to conform to (Donaldson, 2015, Pg 

30). One purpose, in part calls, for all children to know how to find information and support to 

keep themselves safe and well, as well as take measured decisions about their lifestyle and 

manage risk. The subject’s behaviour involved with the identified critical incident paints a 

fairly dramatic view of the potential social issues surrounding the topic. It would be arguably 

naive to speculate on whether or not the subject has been provided with sufficient guidance 

throughout their life to successfully manage risk, or seek support to keep safe, in an 

objective and binary manor. However, if one were to assume he had, then attempting to 

understand his behaviour, and extrapolate meaning into a wider context becomes a much 

more challenging task. One potentially revealing route of enquiry would be to examine the 

interaction between the student and his teacher, however no contact between the observed 

student and the teacher was made throughout the lesson, which is notable due to the large 

amount of interaction between the teacher and other students, as well as the escalating 

behaviour of the subject. This lack of interaction seems to be explained by the schools’ 

behaviour plan for this particular pupil; he is not to be placed at the front of classes, he is not 

to be singled out, and a teacher is only to step in when this pupils behaviour begins to 

disrupt others. Any significant deviation from this plan apparently leads to a complete shut 

down in communication from the pupil to members of staff at the school for several weeks. It 

would be easy to criticise and critically reflect on whether a complete ‘hands off’ approach is 

actually what is best for this individual, however considering this individual is participating in 

potentially his last year at this institution, and that each teacher has a responsibility for the 

education and wellbeing of several individuals, and not just one, then the schools approach 

is a large deal more understandable. On first consideration their plan can seem a defeatist’s 

one, that is until that the subject’s high attendance is considered a significant victory for the 

school. Having the pupil engage with the school’s staff in any constructive sense is seen as 

far favourable to the alternative. One might find a sense of irony, in that a lack of interaction 

between a pupil and teacher, has the potential to show such personalised care and devotion 

into attempting to build the pupil’s mental and emotional well-being, yet another aspect of 

Donaldson’s four purposes (Donaldson, 2015, Pg 30). The staff managing the subject’s 

behaviour plan and his interaction with the school staff, show meaningful and a tentative 

structure to avoid deforming the relationships based around trust and mutual respect 

between the subject and his teachers. These positive relationships are important for any 
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young person to be able to progress through education, but arguably more so for the 6407 

children looked after by authorities in wales, just less than two thirds of which are in care due 

to abuse or neglect, (Welsh Government 2018). 

 

Literature Review 

In Maslow’s original ‘A Theory of Human Motivation’ (Maslow 1943) five human needs are 

constructed into a hierarchy. These needs progress from physiological, safety, love, self-

esteem, and finally self-actualisation. Maslow identifies that people prioritise the most basic 

needs first, before allowing themselves to move onto the ‘higher tiered’ needs. Some 

developments that followed on from his ground-breaking work resulted in the establishing of 

a new model within the field of psychology alongside psychoanalysis and behaviourism; 

humanistic psychology (Stoyanov 2017). Although viewed as outdated within certain 

contexts by some, Maslow’s hierarchy of needs is still taught and applied within the 

framework of sociology and business, as health is attributed to most fundamental 

requirements to thrive. The World Health Organisation defines health as “a state of complete 

physical, mental and social well-being and not merely the absence of disease or infirmity” 

(WHO 1946). This definition has been claimed to be no longer fit for purpose, and instead 

focus on overcoming and adapting in the face of physical, social and emotional adversity 

(Huber et al, 2011). A child’s acceptable mental, emotional, and social well-being must then 

lie somewhere between perfect, and adapted despite their circumstances. This adaption is 

accounted for within Donaldson’s four purposes as resilience, or in other words, a person’s 

potential to rebound and recover from trauma. Instead of viewing a child’s emotional and 

social well-being as a potential barrier, holistic development and learning focuses on 

progressing all aspects of a child’s development at an adaptive and appropriate rate (Voko, 

2014, Pg 13). This framework integrates learning which may normally occur in separate 

environments, and links well-being, identity, belonging, communication, exploring and 

thinking as a way of developing the whole child in a natural and agreeable way (Voko, 2014, 

Pg 14). But what of the older child? Holistic development shows best results at early ages, 

but the new curriculum for Wales aims to eventually roll out to students up to age 16. 

Accounting for mental, emotional and social well-being for older children is an arduous task. 

Any underlying issues are often exasperated and diffused during adolescence. Social issues 

are proliferating within schools in an increasingly non-general way, in part due to the 

increasingly widespread use of social media. Some reports insist on a strong relation 

between cyberbullying and depression among children and adolescents (Hamm 2015), 

whereas others claim that our attitudes towards e-safety are largely emotional and 
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exadurated, (Byron 2008, Pg 205) although it is widely agreed upon that more steps need to 

be taken to ensure children and parents alike are given the proper tools to safely navigate 

the digital era as and when new advancements come along. Does the burden of this 

responsibility sit solely on the shoulders of parents though? With the number of ‘looked after’ 

children on the rise in Wales (Welsh Government 2018), there is an increasing demand for 

pastoral support from schools, and this is putting a strain not only on schools’ budgets, but 

also undue amounts of stress on teachers. Is it fair that children with stable backgrounds 

have a significant advantage concerning academic progression within schools? Very strong 

ties have been found between parental involvement in their child’s education, and the level 

of attainment of that child (Desforges, 2003, Pg 4). Not only does parent’s involvement 

improve their child’s attainment, but also that the higher the child’s attainment, the more a 

parent will become an active participant in their child’s process of learning. It has been 

shown that a parent’s level of involvement is strongly influenced by social class, poverty, 

health and confidence level. Desforges shows how some parents are put off from getting 

involved with their child’s education due to being ‘put down’ by schools and teachers. The 

Donaldson’s report integrates both parents and carers within its principles of curriculum 

design and recommends summative reporting on the holistic progression of their charge, 

drawing beyond experiences from the formal classroom (Donaldson, 2015, Pg 83). This 

response allows for a more responsible and reliable tool for involving and integrating a 

children’s positive out of school experiences into their education.  

 

Reflection / Evaluation & Next Steps 

Although the school’s behaviour plan for the subject of the critical incident was focused on 

diminishing possibilities of any outbursts, alongside prevent any lapse in communication, 

limiting his disruption to others was not something that seemed implemented within the 

lesson that was observed. Only letting the subject disrupt himself, but not disrupt others 

insinuates a certain ethos. It shows us that school believes the subject is responsible for his 

own learning, and others shouldn’t have to suffer due to his ill-advised behaviours. However, 

this contrasts with the fact that within the lesson observed, this ‘problem’ student was placed 

in close proximity to high achieving, hardworking students. Although this may have been an 

effective method to improve the focus and general attitude of the subject, it is potentially 

unfair for the high achieving students, as contrary to the subject’s behaviour plan, over the 

course of the physical education lesson, the subject was incredibly disruptive to other 

students. Part of this disruption was physical, requiring one student to move themselves 

away from the work desk for a period of time, as the subject insisted on spinning a pair of 
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scissors at high velocity near the student’s face. Some of the disruption came in the form of 

ridicule of the other student’s sport during a discussion activity. Although any intervention of 

this subject’s behaviour was not witnessed, maybe the prerequisite amount of disruption to 

others was not met in order to result in any form of corrective action. Or maybe the teacher 

was unaware of how disruptive to others the subject was being due to the other stipulation of 

the subject’s behaviour plan that he be sat near the back of the classroom. The expectation 

for the amount and quality of work from the subject seemed far below his fellow classmates. 

The subject forgot to bring his exercise book, so pretended to work on lined paper for the 

duration of the lesson, and then simply stashed the sheet in his bag at the end of the lesson 

and slipped out when everyone else were expected to hand in their work. One potential 

cause for concern in the handling of this is the potential to lose respect from other students 

in the class, and have a harder time motivating quality work from them. Although it is unclear 

whether this was the cause for lack of respect and general unruliness within the class for the 

lesson, it is a possibility, as the teacher in question is a respected figure within the context of 

the school as a whole due to his leadership role regarding year 11. The overall complete 

lack of contact between teacher and this particular student is something one would expect to 

see under the circumstances of a recent trauma to the student, however this is not the case. 

The subject’s behaviour plan seemed a more long-term plan, having been in place for a 

lengthy period.  

Considering the seriousness nature of the critical incident discussed, one would be hesitant 

to state any confidence in discerning what is required in terms of the subject and how to deal 

with his disruptions. Also, having a limited and speculative perspective of events, opens the 

possibility of suggesting systems which could already be in place for this student. Having 

stated that, certain suggestions for next steps come to mind. Considering the student is likely 

to have a potentially disruptive and inconsistent home environment, it could be seen as 

necessary to provide him with safe, study space within the school at certain times. In this 

space the student could be encouraged to complete homework or revision, possibly with the 

assistance of trusted peers. This could be effective not only because it is the pupil’s final 

year, but also could show a caring and stable institution in the guise of the school, as well as 

fostering a environment in which he can relate to other students in a school-work context, 

but outside of the classroom where he is at his most disruptive. A less specific suggestion 

could be to attempt to foster a constructive attitude towards the importance of education 

from a much younger age, maybe focusing on the importance of education in breaking free 

from the poverty cycle, possibly in conjuncture with the human geography section of the 

syllabus.  
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The pastoral role of teachers should really shine through when it comes to such cases, 

further observations of this student or others in similar situations, in different classroom 

environments, different lessons, and under the instruction of different teachers would be an 

invaluable experience to develop personal practise. The professional development aspects 

to foster from this exploration are highlighted in the tender and considerate approach to 

dealing with the most troubled of students, as well having a gradient system in place for less 

dramatic situations.  

 

Conclusion 

The approach taken within this assignment has a heavy focus on a tentative and 

constructive discourse. Social inequality can be seen as one of the largest injustices of the 

21st century, and attempting to combat it within education is not just the responsibility of 

practitioners within education, but also their aspiration to do so. Although part of the nature 

of critical incident case studies, an attempt has been made to keep speculation and 

conjecture to a minimum, whilst still exploring a thorough and potentially useful discussion of 

events, and different theories that may explain them. Reflecting on straightforward dilemmas 

is largely redundant, so selecting such a complicated, and serious critical incident to identify 

requires innovation and gives a chance to touch on the skills essential within the role of the 

reflective practitioner in Wales and the new Professional Standards for Teaching and 

Leadership.  
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Appendices

 

Figure 1 
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Figure 2 
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Figure 3 
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Figure 4 (continuation of figure 3) 
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Figure 5 
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Figure 6 (continuation of figure 5) 
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Figure 7 
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Figure 8 
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Figure 9 
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Figure 10 
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