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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. 
 
 
Chapter 1: Introduction  
 
The primary aim of this assignment is to critically evaluate and assess a critical incident which 
has been identified through classroom observation in a Primary School. This specific critical 
incident will be linked to the Four Purposes of Welsh education identified by Professor Graham 
Donaldson. The logical ‘next steps’ from this critical incident will also be discussed. Tripp 
(1993) states that critical incidents are generated by the way in which we view and judge a 
situation. ‘A critical incident is an interpretation of the significance of an event.’ (Tripp, 1993, 
p:8). Tripp’s definition suggests that any incident, even something relatively insignificant, can 
be defined as a critical incident, and can therefore be assessed critically. Cite et al (2017) add 
substance to this definition by describing critical incidents as specific incidents which gain 
importance based on how the teacher interprets and reflects upon them. Reflection upon 
critical incidents is a crucial aspect of teaching according to Banli, Kaya and Guleryuz 
Adamhasan (2015). It is reflection which allows teachers to develop new understandings of 
particular behaviours displayed by children. When first observed, specific behaviours 
displayed may appear very normal. It is only when these behaviours are reflected upon that 
they gain significance and become indicative of a critical incident. Reflective practice is a key 
feature of quality teaching state Maksimović and Osmanović (2018). By becoming a reflective 
practitioner, you are essentially opening yourself up to the concept that teaching is a constant 
learning journey and there are always strategies which can be implemented to improve your 
teaching. By reflecting upon critical incidents, we can alter our teaching to ensure that certain 
negative elements of learning no longer appear in the classroom environment. 
 
Chapter 2: Observation  
 
Throughout this assignment the British Educational Research (2018) guidelines will be 
followed. The BERA guidelines state that the school and pupils referred to within observations 
must be given full anonymity and confidentiality. For this reason, the school mentioned within 
this assignment will be referred to as School X. Any pupils mentioned will also be named 
accordingly. Pinsonneault and Heppel (1997) report that anonymity is crucial within primary 
research including observations. This is due to the fact that no individuals or organisations, in 
this case schools, can be identified upon the publishing of the research.  
 
School X is an English medium school in Wales state My Local School authors (2018). Four 
hundred and eleven students attended this school in the year 2018. School X has a pupil to 
teacher ratio of 22.9/1. Having assessed similar schools in the local area, this figure appears 
relatively average. Welsh Government authors (2018) report that in 2016/17 the average 
student to teacher ratio was 21.8/1. This figure proposes that School X student to teacher 
ratios are well in line with the national average. It is also reported that 24.5% of children 
attending School X receive free school meals. This figure appears slightly lower than other 
schools in the local area. With regards to Additional Learning Needs provision, School X 
figures are presented by My Local School authors (2018). It is reported that 12.2% of pupils 
required school action. In addition to this 4.1% of children required School Action plus and 
3.1% of children were statemented.  
 
The class which will be referred to throughout this assignment regarding the observed critical 
incident was a reception and year one mixed class. Upon observation there were twenty-six 
children present. Two children in the class were identified as possibly showing signs of ALN. 
However, nothing had been diagnosed. One child was believed be on the autistic spectrum 
and another child showed strange behavioural patterns and high separation anxiety. It is 
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essential to note that these children were not involved in the critical incident discussed within 
this assignment.  
 

Chapter 3: Methodology  

Observation is a very appropriate method of assessment within the classroom according to 
Holder and Winter (2017). However, the choice of observational methodology is crucial within 
these studies. There are many different methods of classroom observation which could have 
been implemented within this research. Methods available include checklists, note taking, 
graphs, charts and sociograms reports Zaare (2013). For the purpose of this assignment, the 
note taking/ narrative description of events with the observer as a non-participant was 
implemented. Questions adapted from Fletcher Wood (2016) were used when observing. See 
appendix 1,2,3,4. The use of critical incident analysis comes from Tripp (1993) who assesses 
the what and why of critical incidents. This refers to looking into what happened and why it 
happened. This shares links with the theme of reflective practice.   

A non-participant observation refers to observational research undertaken in which the 
observer does not interact with the sample of participants report Caldwell and Atwal (2013). 
In this particular case, the activities within the classroom were observed without any 
interaction with the pupils. Positive aspects of this research method include the fact that it 
enables the observer to focus on a specific observational topic or purpose. However, the 
presence of a researcher within the classroom can result in what is known as the Hawthorne 
Effect. The Hawthorne Effect refers to the way in which the mere fact of an observer being 
present affects the behaviour of people being observed states Sedgwick (2012). This suggests 
that any behaviour observed within the class may not have been entirely ‘normal’ and that it 
may have occurred precisely because of the presence of an observer. 

The narrative description observation method has both positive and negative aspects 
associated with it. A key positive aspect of the note-taking method according to Zaare (2013) 
is the ease of recording. This is possibly one of the simplest of all the observational methods. 
It also provides the opportunity to note down a very large amount of information during one 
lesson. However, Gimenez and Pinel (2013) note that there are specific problems associated 
with note-taking as an observational method. A key issue is the fact that when notes are re-
read post observation, they can often be difficult to understand. If a large number of notes 
have been made in a short space of time e.g. within one lesson, they could potentially be 
illegible or lacking in coherence. 

As well as recording the fact that this research was done using the non-participant observer, 
note taking/ narrative description observational methodology, it should also be noted that this 
critical incident observation used a case study design. A case study is a detailed study of an 
individual or group of people over a given period of time. The case study referred to within this 
text was one school lesson (one hour). Case studies can involve a range of research methods 
note Greig, Taylor and Mackay (2007). These include questionnaires, observations and 
interviews. A significant benefit of the use of case studies within research is that they offer a 
very simple but effective method of collecting and analysing data report Greig, Taylor and 
Mackay (2007). Additional benefits of using case studies include, according to Popil (2011), 
real world applications. Such studies involve children in a natural environment. Case studies 
are also an effective way of identifying and evaluating areas for improvement. This then allows 
us to re-think teaching approaches in order to improve our pedagogy and teaching. 

Although case studies appear a very effective way of gathering data, there are limitations 
according to Crasnow (2017). Case studies are unable to be generalised to wider populations. 
This is because they only apply to a specific person or group of people. In this case, data 
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noted regarding the critical incident only applies to this specific reception/year one mixed 
class. Case studies can also have a narrow focus states Popil (2011). It is possible that an 
observer will know what he or she wants to see and will therefore observe with a narrow focus 
and miss other critical information. 

Chapter 4: Links to Donaldson’s Four Purposes  

Professor Graham Donaldson published ‘Successful Futures’ in 2015. This document 
proposes radical changes to Welsh education. These changes include the four new purposes 
of Welsh Education. The four purposes of Welsh education are to create ambitious and 
capable learners, enterprising and creative contributors, ethical and informed citizens and 
healthy, confident individuals (Donaldson, 2015). In this chapter I will discuss in depth the 
critical incident that I have chosen to evaluate and will try to relate it to Graham Donaldson’s 
four purposes of education. 

As previously mentioned, this specific critical incident was observed in a reception/ year one 
class in which two children were believed to have ALN, but neither had been diagnosed. It is 
crucial to note that neither of these children was involved in this critical incident. This critical 
incident occurred when children were sat on the floor during carpet time. The teacher was 
posing questions to the class and using the hands up approach for answering these. The 
majority of the class was abiding by these rules and were raising their hands until chosen by 
the teacher to answer the question. Certain children appeared unsure about the answer to the 
specific question and therefore were not raising their hands. The critical incident arose when 
a small group of around five children, dispersed across the classroom, began to raise their 
hands to answer questions. However, rather than waiting to be chosen to answer these 
questions they were choosing to shout the answer out before the teacher had picked them. In 
raising their hands, these children were abiding by the classroom rules. However, the act of 
shouting out the answer counteracted the classroom rules. The teacher did react to this using 
verbal and non-verbal negative reinforcement. However, this was broadly ignored by the 
students. The teacher also ignored certain children shouting out. 

The first of Donaldson’s four purposes of education refers to learners being ambitious and 
capable for lifelong learning. There are certainly links which can be made between the 
observed critical incident and this educational purpose. It must be considered that the 
children’s reasoning for shouting out may have been to display their capability to the teaching 
staff. The majority of answers shouted out by pupils were correct which would suggest that 
they are capable learners. Their reason for shouting out may have been the fear that they 
would not be picked to answer the question by the teacher and would therefore not get the 
opportunity to display their capability. 

The second purpose of education according to Donaldson (2015) is that students should be 
able to contribute creatively and to be enterprising. It is worth noting that the children involved 
within this critical incident were demonstrating an enterprising approach in attempting to get 
their voices heard. This could be considered as a good foundation on the students’ journey to 
becoming creative contributors. 

Donaldson’s third purpose refers to children becoming ethical citizens. This critical incident 
provides an excellent opportunity for the re-iteration of classroom rules and for the teacher to 
explain the importance of turn-taking and respect for rules. In this sense, the incident becomes 
a citizenship learning experience. 

The fourth and final purpose of education according to Donaldson (2015) refers to children 
becoming confident individuals. Although shouting out within the classroom is against 
established classroom rules, it could also be interpreted as a display of confidence. If children 
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are willing to shout out in front of their peers and teaching staff this may suggest they feel both 
comfortable and confident. Again, this confidence provides an excellent foundation for future 
learning. The only issue is that these confident children need to understand the importance of 
abiding by the classroom rules. 

Chapter 5: Literature Review  
  

1) Operant conditioning  
 
This section of this assignment will critically evaluate the previously mentioned critical incident. 
The critical incident will be evaluated by considering two key themes and theories. The first of 
these theories is ‘operant conditioning’. Operant conditioning is one element of Skinner’s 
behaviourism model state Staddon and Cerutti (2003). Illeris (2007) describes operant 
conditioning as a learner or subject being ‘conditioned’ by a reward. Essentially, behavioural 
patterns can be altered through the use of reinforcement. Reinforcement can be either positive 
or negative. Illeris notes that Skinner’s theory of operant conditioning continues to be relevant 
to modern day education and therefore has strong validity with regards to adapting modern 
day teaching. 
 
Skinner’s theory of operant conditioning has strong behavioural links to the critical incident 
discussed within this assignment. As previously stated, the teacher utilised both verbal and 
non-verbal negative reinforcement for the disruptive behaviour displayed by the students. 
Although this is an example of operant conditioning as negative reinforcement is being used 
there are certain issues regarding this. Pritchard (2005) reports that any reinforcement of 
behaviour must be of significance to the child. This suggests that the negative reinforcement 
provided by the teacher was not significant enough to deter the child from reoffending and 
further suggests that any negative consequences should be logical. This links into the Logical 
Behaviour model which will be discussed. Borich and Tombari (1995) state that completely 
ignoring a perceived undesirable behaviour is, in itself, a form of negative reinforcement. As 
previously discussed, the teacher did employ this as a tactic during the critical incident, but it 
did not appear effective. This may be due to the age of the children and the way in which they 
react to specific reinforcers. This point is reinforced by Barnwell and Sechrest (1965) who 
report children in early primary school respond in a more positive way to verbal feedback than 
non-verbal feedback.  
 
There has been a great deal of research regarding the results of operant conditioning. Iversen 
(1992) reports that one single reinforcement can be enough to shape an individual’s 
behaviour. A study was undertaken by Skinner in 1932 which aimed to condition rats using 
food. The study found that rats no longer showed undesirable characteristics after just one 
negative reinforcement. Although this study is an in depth look into behaviour modification, it 
must be borne in mind that it was undertaken on animals and therefore we must question 
whether the results can be generalised to humans. Child (2007) notes that the idea of one 
single reinforcement altering behaviour does not appear to apply to humans. He reports that 
children require repeated reinforcement of positive or negative behaviour patterns in order to 
alter their responses.  This information would suggest that for this to be a successful approach 
within the classroom the teacher would be required to continuously reinforce positive and 
negative behaviour displayed by the children.  
 
As previously discussed, negative reinforcement is a crucial element of operant conditioning 
in terms of eliminating unwanted behaviour. However, positive reinforcement of actions is also 
an important part of the behaviourist approach. Positive reinforcement is essentially the 
rewarding of good behaviour state Shields and Gredler (2003). They describe a positive 
reinforcer as a stimulus produced by a positive action which will strengthen that action. This 
suggests that positive reinforcers are essentially rewards for performances of good behaviour 
which aim for the repeating of that behaviour. It is important to note that when this critical 
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incident was taking place the teacher did not positively reinforce the good behaviour modelled 
by certain students. Bernier, Simpson and Rose (2012) draw attention to the importance of 
incorporating positive reinforcement within the classroom. They summarise numerous 
psychological studies, stating that children’s social responses, study rate and general 
behaviour were significantly improved through the use of positive reinforcement.  Bernier, 
Simpson and Rose also report that if negative behaviour is ignored and good behaviour is 
positively reinforced other students will begin to imitate the good behaviour in search of 
positive reinforcement. This information suggests the importance of incorporating positive 
reinforcement for good behaviour. Had the teacher incorporated this when the critical incident 
was occurring, their expectations for answering questions could perhaps have been conveyed 
effectively.  
 
The information discussed suggests that operant conditioning can have a real impact in a 
classroom environment and can be used to explain various behavioural patterns. Although 
this may be the case in certain scenarios there are specific downfalls to this theory. Pound 
(2005) states that operant conditioning is a very basic explanation of human behaviour. It 
simply expects that all humans are motivated and will learn through response to stimuli. 
Human behaviour is very complex, and each individual child is different and will react to 
different stimuli in different ways. This information suggests therefore that, while operant 
conditioning can be used as an explanation for children’s behavioural patterns, it is a very 
basic explanation and other theories must be considered for a deeper behavioural 
understanding.  
 
 
 

2) Assessment for Learning  
 
The second topic discussed and linked to the observed critical incident is that of ‘Assessment 
for Learning’. Specifically, a focus on questioning techniques used within the classroom will 
be discussed in depth. Gipps and Stobart (1998) report the importance of assessment as a 
tool for assessing children’s understanding, ability and attainment within education. However, 
assessment is a tool which must be used in the correct way to benefit the student. Assessment 
for Learning refers to the use of formative assessment throughout a child’s education state 
Trauth-nare and Buck (2011). Essentially, AFL poses the questions: where a student is 
currently, where they need to be and how to get them there. Clinchot et al (2017) elaborate 
on this by stating that formative assessment allows teachers to easily identify specific 
students’ strengths and weaknesses. Students’ learning can then be tailored in order to focus 
on these.  
 
Assessment for Learning is a broad topic which incorporates many methods of 
implementation. There are however four main themes associated with assessment for 
learning. These are proposed by Black, Harrison, Lee, Marshall and William (1998) in the book 
‘Working Inside the Black Box.’ The first area of AFL is questioning. This refers to the use of 
different methods of questioning e.g. hands up or direct questioning and the wait time given 
to learners to answer questions. The second theme addressed is feedback through marking. 
This refers to the use of feedback as opposed to simply assigning a piece of work a grade. It 
must be considered however, that if a piece of work is assigned feedback and a grade, the 
feedback may be ignored. Thirdly is the theme of peer and self-assessment. This refers to 
giving learners the responsibility and ability to assess their peers and their own work. The 
fourth and final theme is that of sharing criteria. This refers to equipping learners with the 
criteria needed to create a really good piece of work.  
 
The observed critical incident involved a questioning scenario. Questioning is a crucial aspect 
of Assessment for Learning. Warwick (2016) states that questioning is a great way of 
assessing student’s knowledge of a specific topic. As well as assessing students 
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understanding, questioning also allows for the assessment of students misunderstanding. This 
misunderstanding can then be corrected. This indicates that questioning is a useful and 
appropriate method of assessment for learning within the classroom. Larson and Lovelace 
(2013) add to this by describing questions as a powerful tool to assess learning and 
understanding. Overall, this information suggests that questioning is a very beneficial strategy 
to ensure understanding and is one which can be implemented in any classroom.  
 
A key theme within questioning which has gained a lot of attention recently is ‘wait time’. 
Gilliam et al (2018) describe wait time as simply the length of time given to answer a question 
when the question has been posed by the teacher. Ingram and Elliot (2016) report that the 
current average wait time within the classroom is around 0.9 seconds and that this is too short 
a time to expect an answer from a child. They argue that the extension of wait times could 
have a dramatic effect on the learning of a child. An effective wait time within the classroom 
might be anywhere between three to five seconds. (Gilliam et al, 2018) (Lumpkin, 2019). This 
research indicates the importance of questioning wait time and how important it is that, as 
teachers, we allow students enough time to process the question posed to them and that we 
do not expect an instant response. When the critical incident occurred, the teacher was 
allowing wait time between the question being posed and answered. This demonstrates 
implementation of question wait time. 
 
The observed critical incident involved the ‘hands up’ approach to questioning. This approach 
ensured students had the opportunity to contribute their opinions and thoughts regarding a 
specific question. However, there is an alternative view on the effectiveness of the hands up 
approach.  Jenkens (2019) reports that children who raise their hands instantly may not 
actually know the answer to the posed question and instead may be seeking attention. This is 
especially prevalent in younger children. Jenkens goes on to state that children who raise their 
hands to answer are also very unlikely to listen to their peers’ answers. This information calls 
into question the effectiveness of the hands up approach to questioning especially within 
earlier years in education and suggests that a different approach to questioning may have 
provided more favourable results for the reception/ year one class involved in the critical 
incident. Swaffield (2008) also advises moving away from the hands up approach to 
questioning as other methods of questioning such as direct questioning and snowballing 
answers allow all students to contribute ideas.  
 
 
Chapter 6: Reflection, Evaluation and Next Steps  
 
This chapter aims to assess the importance of reflective practice within education and to 
identify the next steps which could be taken in relation to the observed critical incident. 
Reflective practice is crucial within education. This is because it allows practitioners to think 
about why something has happened and to identify possible next steps to stop specific events 
taking place again states Mathieson (2016). Belvis et al (2013) elaborate on this, reporting 
that by becoming reflective practitioners, we can constantly improve our practice. For the 
purposes of reflection within this specific assignment the Assisted Reflective Conclusions 
model (ARC) was used to reflect upon observed critical incidents. See appendix 5,6,7,8. Other 
models include Rolfe’s reflective cycle. This is a very simple method of identifying potential 
next steps following a critical incident. see appendix 9. 
 
The first potential next step to be taken from this critical incident is the use of alternative 
questioning methods within the classroom. As previously stated, the hands up questioning 
approach was used within the lesson. This involved the children actively raising their hands to 
answer the posed question. There are other questioning techniques which could be used 
which could lead to a more positive response from the learners. Wragg and Brown (2002) 
propose the idea of direct questioning as an effective strategy. This would involve children 
being picked upon without raising their hands. Wragg and Brown report that this method allows 
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questions to be distributed evenly throughout the classroom as it will often be the same 
children who raise their hands to answer open questions. The teacher will also have much 
more control over answers as non-directed questions can potentially lead to a lack of control. 
The use of lolly-pop sticks is one option to aid questioning within the classroom reports William 
(2009). Students names can be placed on lolly pop sticks and picked out at random to answer 
questions. This method allows completely random selection of students and students are 
much more likely not to shout out or interrupt when this method is being utilized states William.  
 
Another potential next step to this critical incident refers to the consequences aspect of 
behaviour management associated with the negatively displayed behaviour and links to 
operant conditioning. It is a possibility that negative consequences could be implemented for 
undesirable behaviour. As previously stated, the teacher used negative consequences, but 
these may not have had a huge impact on the children. The Logical Consequences Model 
was developed by Dreikurs in 1968 states Malmgren et al (2005). This model proposes that 
consequences should be logical and show a connection to the original incident.  Mageau et al 
(2018) note that logical consequences are a much more effective method of behaviour 
management in comparison to mild punishment which has no relation to the original 
misbehaviour.  This could be incorporated into teaching practice by associating undesired 
behaviour with logical consequences. An example of a logical consequence regarding the 
critical incident could be verbal reprimand. If this did not work and the child continued to shout 
out consequences such as denying the opportunity to partake in a group activity could be 
implemented. As well as being a consequence, this will act as a deterrent for further negative 
behaviour.  Reuland and Amori (2014) support this concept by stating consequences should 
not be a first resort. However, they can be crucial with regards to behaviour management. 
 
The third and final next step to be taken from this critical incident is a constant refresher of 
classroom rules, etiquette and expectations. A potential reason for occurrence of the critical 
incident could have been a momentary lapse of memory of the children. It is possible that, to 
eradicate this behaviour, the children need to be refreshed on classroom expectations. It is 
worth noting that no rules were displayed or refreshed during this particular lesson. Haden et 
al (2011) state that young children do have the mental capacity to remember a limited amount 
of information, but it must be considered that, when in school, children are constantly learning 
and remembering new information. It is quite possible that the previously established 
classroom rules had simply been forgotten due to the vast amount of information children are 
required to process when in the classroom.  A possible resolution to this problem is a display 
of classroom rules which can be referred back to throughout the lesson. For very young 
children the display could simply consist of images which portray the classroom rules. A 
refresher of class expectations could also take place at the start of the lesson. By 
implementing this into the classroom rules a visual representation of class rules can be 
referred to at any point during the lesson. This should cement class rules and expectations in 
the children’s minds.  
 
Chapter 7: Conclusion  
 
In conclusion, the Fletcher Wood (2016) adapted questions and Assisted Reflective 
Conclusions model have worked extremely effectively in observing, identifying and reflecting 
upon an observed critical incident. By reflecting upon critical incidents as a method of reflective 
practice the new professional standards for teaching can be met. The new professional 
standards are pedagogy, collaboration, leadership, innovation and professional learning 
(Welsh Government authors, 2018). The new professional standards include effective 
pedagogy being achieved through refining and adapting learning progressively. This can be 
achieved through reflective practice and the constant adaptation of pedagogy. The 
Professional Learning aspect of the professional standards also incorporates the use of 
reflective practice. The influence reflection has upon progressive learning is stressed. This 
document promotes reflection as a crucial skill for the modern-day educational practitioner. 
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From a personal perspective, this process of reflecting upon critical incidents has given me an 
insight into how, through reflection, pedagogy can be modified to improve learning for 
students. The use of psychological theory such as operant conditioning offers an insight into 
the way the human mind works and why specific behavioural patterns occur. The assessment 
for learning approach offers a range of effective tools for maximising learning.  Both of these 
offer strategies and skills to improve my practice as a teacher.  
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