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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. 

Word count: 3,798  

 

Education in Wales is at a crucial turning point. With the proposed curriculum format for 

2022 fast approaching, schools and educators all over the country are looking at Graham 

Donaldson’s Successful Futures (2015) proposal and beginning to implement it in their 

schools and teaching practices. They are making links between his report and the findings of 

theorists who came before him, which is something I will explore in this essay.  

I intend to base this around a discussion and analysis of a critical incident observed in a 

school and the role that critical incidents and analysis play in the reflective practice of a 

teacher. Critical incidents are, according to Tripp (2011:24) “an excellent way to develop an 

increasing understanding of and control over professional judgement”. Initially, critical 

incidents can be somewhat difficult to identify, but Tripp (2011:25) explains them to be 

something “typical”, and almost insignificant, but are rendered ‘critical’ through a consequent 

analysis. I will be analysing and evaluating the incident I observed, making links to key 

theorists and literature whilst reflecting on my own teaching practice and how I can use 

these theories and literatures to positively shape and enhance my future teaching as a 

practitioner in Wales. The use of critical incidents in reflective teaching practice underpins 

the Professional Standards set out by the Welsh Government (2017) by encouraging 

collaboration, innovation and professional learning.   

 

The school in which the observation took place is in the Carmarthenshire local authority. It is 

an English medium secondary school for 11-16-year olds of mixed gender. It is a relatively 

urban school, with just under 900 pupils. As of 2019, 27.5% of pupils are on free school 

meals which is much higher than the national average of 17.5%. Roughly 47% of pupils live 

in the 20% most deprived areas in Wales. The school has a significant amount of English as 

an additional language (EAL) students, their percentage of these students and minority 

ethnic students is well above the national and local authority average. There are 17 different 

first languages spoken within the school community, and 52% of pupils are on the school’s 

additional needs register, which is again above the national average of 20.1%. Their last 
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Estyn inspection in 2015 scored the school’s current performance as good, and their 

prospects for improvement as excellent (School X Estyn Report: 2015, details available on 

request).  

The lesson in which the critical incident was observed was a Year 8, top band ICT class of 

26 students, split 50:50 male/female. Although the class was top band, from speaking to 

members of staff and from my own observations, there was still quite a mix of abilities within 

the class. All observations carried out for this assignment were conducted in line with 

BERA’s educational research guidelines (2018:21). The name of school, teachers and pupils 

will be anonymised. 

 

Observational case studies can be effective for formative evaluation and have a strong basis 

in the reality of the writer’s experience (Cohen, L., Manion, L. and Morrison, K., 2011. 

Research methods in education. Routledge:292). 

An observation can allow you to collect “live” data and you don’t have to rely on second-

hand accounts (pg. 456). The observation conducted for the purpose of this analysis was an 

unstructured one. I used the model adapted from Fletcher and Wood (2016) which provided 

the basis for field notes, and the structure for other observations within the school, however 

this particular observation I used a more general written notetaking, under the headings 

provided from the Fletcher and Wood model. The use of written notes during the observation 

was the appropriate choice because the notes needed to be taken during and immediately 

after the observation to ensure nothing was missed or forgotten.  

 

However, Nisbet and Watt (1984) highlight the fact that case studies can be open to 

observer bias which can particularly be the case in an example such as this. There is only 

the conclusions of the observer that formed the analysis, and since it is not a longitudinal 

case study, the evidence is subjective to lots of factors. For example, one of the main 

problems with observing a class in an educational setting, particularly Key Stage 3, is that 

the presence of an external observer could have had an effect on the behaviour of the 

students and the teacher. Perhaps the students were better behaved than normal, perhaps 

the teacher had changed aspects of their lesson or practice. This is otherwise known as The 

Hawthorne Effect, which then leads to questions on the validity of the observations. However 

in this instance, it could be argued that this would not have a massive effect on the ability to 

analyse and reflect nonetheless on this incident, and it was one of the last observations I did 

with this particular class, so they would have been fairly used to having me in their 

classrooms.  

I was a non-participant for the majority of the lesson. The use of naturalistic enquiry was the 

most appropriate here for the aforementioned reasons, as well as not wanting to interrupt or 
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disturb the natural occurrence of the lesson or any subsequent conversations which a video 

recording, for example, might have done. Notes were written at the time of the incident and 

throughout the observation to make sure they were as detailed as possible so I could 

accurately reflect on and return to them in the days to come. 

 

Donaldson (2015) has created a new curriculum proposal for Wales, and at the centre of that 

curriculum are his Four Purposes. He believes that the education system in Wales should be 

creating: 

 

• “ambitious, capable learners, ready to learn throughout their lives; 

• enterprising, creative contributors, ready to play a full part in life 

and work; 

• ethical, informed citizens of Wales and the world; 

• healthy, confident individuals, ready to lead fulfilling lives as 

valued members of society.” 

 

Donaldson’s framework incorporates elements of (and has links to) all three of the main 

schools of thought in education: behaviourist, constructivist and humanist. He believes 

children should become more responsible for their own learning, he wants a bigger weight 

put on the health and wellbeing of students and he believes we should be grounding 

learning in real-life contexts and situations, with the teacher still being the integral role in the 

process of learning.  

With this in mind, the critical incident observed took place during an ICT lesson. The teacher 

questioned the class at the start of the lesson, to access prior knowledge, and again after 

they completed every task or activity during the lesson. However, the teacher used an iPad 

to access the class register and was randomly picking student names from that to decide 

who was to answer the questions. The teacher also managed to strike a balance between 

randomly choosing students and asking those more eager students who had their hands up 

too.  

Looking at Donaldson’s Four Purposes (2015), this strategy links in to creating ambitious 

and capable learners who are always ready to learn, as well as confident individuals. This 

strategy increases the chances of the majority of students being focused during the class but 

particularly during a period of teacher-student questioning because any student could be 

asked at any time, and the students had no control over whether they would answer or not. 

Also, it did not seem to put off or frustrate the more eager (or possibly more capable) 

students who put their hands up straight away. This strategy seemed to create a more fair 

evaluation of learning, therefore giving the teacher the knowledge to support particular 
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students if needed, contributing to their confidence in the class and avoiding the issue of it 

being the same few students whose voices are always heard giving the correct answers. It 

could be suggested that this contributes to creating a classroom culture where perhaps it is 

more common, therefore more acceptable to get the answer wrong or not know the answer. 

The students all responded to this strategy, and it seemed like this was ‘the norm’ in the 

class, and a ritual that the teacher had set from the beginning of the year and the students 

were used to the strategy, it seemed embedded in their classroom routine.  

 

This incident prompted me to look into Assessment for Learning (AfL). AfL is an approach 

that promotes the use of feedback to improve student’s performance and more actively 

involve the students in their own learning and assessment, with the aim to give them more 

independence, responsibility and confidence in the learning process. The literature around 

AfL most notably comes from Wiliam and Black (2003), and the approach covers four main 

strategies: questioning, feedback, assessment and the sharing of success criteria and 

learning objectives with students. For the purpose of this essay, and due to the link with my 

critical incident, I will be focusing in particular on the role that questioning and feedback play 

in AfL. 

The premise of AfL fits well with Donaldson’s proposed new curriculum. Giving students 

more responsibility and ownership of their learning enables teachers to use methods of 

assessments in a more formative way to gage where their students are. The classroom 

culture that AfL can contribute towards helps create the confident, ambitious and capable 

learners that Donaldson says Wales needs to be creating. 

“Involving children and young people in assessment will encourage 

them to take greater responsibility for their own learning.” (Donaldson 

Summary, 2015:9)  

The use of random name generating in a class is a strategy that fits in to the holistic 

approach of AfL. This may provide the teacher with a more fair and average assessment of 

the learning, as it won’t always be the same students voices being heard. This is a method 

used by Wiliam in his Classroom Experiment (2011), and more commonly is known as the 

use of lollipop sticks to randomise the questioning in a classroom. According to Black et al. 

(2003), one of the most common issues with the use of questioning in the classroom is that 

teachers do not wait long enough for the students to answer. Wiliam (2011) states that by 

giving the students a choice in whether or not to participate in the lesson, for example by 

using the hands up method of questioning, then you are in fact worsening the achievement 

gap as the students who put their hands up have more opportunities to develop, and the 

students who chose to opt out of the questioning will just sit there and not raise their hand, or 

possibly not even make any effort to engage in the learning opportunities.  
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In Assessment for learning: Putting it into practice, Wiliam et al (2003:32) refer to a study 

conducted by Rowe (1974) where she said that the average teacher wait time after asking 

students a question and before intervening was 0.9 seconds. They all suggest that 

increasing the wait time had great benefits, such as longer, more detailed answers and a 

decrease in failure to respond. However, surely randomising the names and not always 

asking the more ‘capable’ learners, will increase the chances of students simply replying with 

“I don’t know.”? As a teacher, when that happens in your classroom, what do you do then? 

In Doug Lemov’s book Teach Like A Champion (2015:28) he introduces a method called “No 

Opt Out”, which he says offers a positive solution to this very issue. Lemov says that when 

you ask a student a question and they are unable (or refuse) to give an answer, you then 

ask another student until you get the answer you are looking for. Once this has happened, 

you return to the original student you asked, and get them to now give you the correct 

answer, ideally making them repeat it more than once.  

“A sequence that begins with a student unable to answer a question 

should end with the student answering that question as often as 

possible.” (Lemov 2015:28) 

The idea that Lemov touches upon here with repeating the answer as often as possible to 

cement it for the learner is backed up by Sweller (1998) and his cognitive load theory and 

J.B Watson (1930) and his theory of frequency and recency. Frequent, grounded repetition 

of new learning helps move information from your working memory to your long-term 

memory and that frequent recall of the learning fixes it more firmly into your long-term 

memory. This makes it less likely that the student will forget what has been learnt and 

increases the likelihood of it becoming embedded in a schema within the long-term memory.  

Wiliam (2011:59) stated that AfL is not a democratic process, and even though it has the 

intention of more actively involving students, and sharing the process of learning and 

assessment with the teacher, that the teacher is still in a “privileged position” and he implies 

that the students should not have too much autonomy in their learning. This is similar to the 

view of Biesta (2012), who stated that we should move back towards a more authoritarian 

teacher, it is solely the role of the teacher to steer the education process and he does not 

agree with the notion of the learners taking responsibility for their own learning, instead 

believing that teachers should be there for more than just facilitating the learning. Although 

this conflicts with aspects of AfL and Donaldson’s proposal, it is worth noting the recurrent 

notion that the teacher is still a vital part of student’s learning processes.  

Although AfL has become a very popular strategy employed by educators all over the world, 

and even though there is a lot of literature surrounding it which is overwhelmingly in favour, it 

is not all positive. G. T. L Brown (2019) questions if Assessment for Learning really is 

assessment. He argues that: 
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 “because of the interactive and in-the-moment characteristics of AfL, 

it fails to meet the requirements of an assessment” (Brown 2019:1) 

He questions teachers’ judgements in the moment and the validity and reliability of those 

judgements. He argues that an assessment process that occurs exclusively in the mind of 

the teacher or learner is difficult to validate and provide material evidence for.  

“Indeed, the AfL model seems to suggest that there is no error in the 

teacher input side of the interaction; this seems to be an extremely 

romantic and naïve expectation” (Brown 2019:5) 

Brown implies that AfL strategies in the classroom, particularly that of questioning and 

feedback, are too open to misunderstandings between the students and teacher. 

This is backed up by the work of Dunn and Mulvenon (2009) who state that there is weak 

and limited empirical research on the strategies of AfL. They highlight that Black and Wiliam 

(1998) based their work on Fuch and Fuch’s article (1986). However, in Fuch and Fuch’s 

research, 83% of their students were handicapped, and nearly 72% of the effect sizes in 

their research were only of “fair” quality. In their journal, Dunn and Mulvenon (2009: 60) state 

that Wiliam, Lee, Harrison, and Black (2004) said themselves that: 

 “care needs to be taken in drawing any general conclusions about 

the net effect of the adoption of formative assessment”  

and that the evidence they provide is “difficult to interpret” (p. 62). However, Dunn and 

Mulvenon (2009) do provide some support for AfL and the uses of formative and summative 

assessment, however they highlight the lack of research and tangible evidence, and that the 

definitions and purposes of formative and summative assessment are somewhat muddied.   

Taras (2012:7) also poses questions on the validity of AfL and its research. He argues that 

AfL has merely adapted the research behind formative assessment, but this research was 

never actually conducted into the specifics of AfL. 

Formative assessment has been highlighted by John Hattie in his influential work on 

educational effectiveness. In Visible Learning for Teachers (2011), Hattie ranked feedback 

strategies 10th out of 150 factors that contribute to substantial improvements in learner 

outcomes and stated that:  

“Feedback is one of the most powerful influences on learning and achievement”. (Hattie 

2011:81) 

Black and Wiliam also argue that if teachers use formative assessments as part of their 

teaching, students can learn at approximately double the rate. Hattie's research also shows 

that using formative assessment in the classroom brings about actual differences in learner 

academic attainment.  
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Taras (2012:5) says of AfL and formative assessment that there is “very little attention or 

scrutiny of issues such as reliability and validity because they are considered ‘informal’”. He 

quotes Stobart’s (2008) argument that AfL has resulted in being seen as:  

“a series of classroom, handy hints, rather than a theory-driven approach to teaching and 

learning” (ibid, p149), and states that theory and tangible evidence has been missing from 

the development of AfL interventions.  

It could be argued that the theory that they say is missing surrounding AfL, can be drawn 

from the theory surrounding the behaviourist school of thought. Behaviourists such as 

Skinner and Thorndike believe that learning is step by step process that should be broken 

down into smaller steps and is strengthened by repetition. They believe that if children don’t 

feel success and praise (which can arguably be encouraged through effective feedback and 

increasing confidence levels), then they will lose interest. This all ties into the theories 

behind cognitive load, Lemov’s “No Opt Out” and Hattie’s formative feedback. Behaviourists 

believe that learning has occurred when there is a change in behaviour, and isn’t that what 

the AfL strategies attempt to do in their immediate use in the classroom? 

 

The role of critical reflection is an important skill to have as a teacher, particularly a new 

teacher starting out in the process of the changing national curriculum in Wales.  

Brookfield (2017:3) describes critically reflective teaching as “the sustained and intentional 

process of identifying and checking the accuracy and validity of our teaching assumptions.” 

There is a plethora of research, readings and studies in the educational sector, and just 

because one theorist or psychologist says that their way is the best fit for effective teaching, 

doesn’t always mean it is the one best fit for you as a teacher, or for your students. 

Brookfield states that critical reflection should take the form of four lenses: your 

autobiographical lens, the students’ lens, your colleagues’ lens, and a theoretical lens, and 

by doing this you will have the best possible understanding and insight into how to improve 

and move forward. I have used the Assisted Reflective Conclusions Model (see appendices 

1-2) as a mode of reflection on the critical incident.  

In the constantly evolving world of being a teacher, being able to critically reflect on yourself, 

theories, literature and the practice of other professionals is paramount to ensuring you are 

performing at your best and enabling success for your learners.  

Based on the research and reading conducted around this critical incident, I believe that 

Assessment for Learning could be a useful and productive tool to use in the classroom. I 

take on board the arguments of Taras, Brown, Dunn and Mulvenon, and I would agree that 

perhaps there could be some more research and empirical evidence to support the specific 

AfL strategies and their productiveness. When it comes to the research presented by Hattie 

(2011) on formative assessment, and the argument within the educational sector, I believe 
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there is a place for formative assessment in the classroom. However, I believe that you 

cannot make full use of formative assessment, without sometimes also using summative 

assessment. How can you assess formatively and plan where the learners need to go next if 

you don’t know exactly where they are at a given moment in the learning process?  

With the existence of mixed ability classes, and the prevalence of using AfL strategies, I 

believe that the use of random name generating could be a useful tool to use, as it could 

allow for a fairer, more general overview of where the class is at. However, if you were to 

only ever use random name generators, it could be suggested that as a teacher you are 

losing the ability to differentiate your questions or use questioning as a tool to assess 

specific students. The need to assess specific students at any given time during your lesson 

could arise for a number of different reasons: you could have students with additional 

learning needs and therefore need to check their understanding and assess their learning in 

a different or more frequent way, if a student was absent from the last lesson, if you know a 

student hasn’t been paying attention during the class etc. As a teacher you will know your 

learners, and some questions could be harder than others, at which point you may be at risk 

of AfL questioning having a detrimental effect on some learners. As pointed out in Dylan 

Wiliam’s BBC Documentary “The Classroom Experiment”, the more able and talented 

students grew very frustrated with the use of random questioning as they knew the answers 

and wanted to engage and be as involved as possible in the lesson. However, this was an 

issue that was already being addressed in the critical incident I observed, as the teacher had 

struck a balance between random names and also asking students who had put their hands 

up.   

 

To conclude, the critical incident I witnessed showed how Assessment for Learning 

strategies can be employed in the classroom, but also when blended with some of the more 

‘traditional’ approaches to questioning, they seemed to be the most effective. It seems that 

AfL often raises the issue of formative/summative assessment and perhaps a lack of 

empirical evidence into this. But nevertheless, the findings of Hattie (2011) and Wiliam 

(2011) are strongly in favour of AfL improving student’s performance and confidence within 

the class, and this ties in perfectly to what Donaldson (2015) is saying our new curriculum in 

Wales needs to achieve and links to his Four Purposes which are at the core of his proposal. 

The new Welsh Government Professional Standards for Teaching and Leadership (2017:16) 

state that teachers should be constantly deepening their knowledge and using reflective 

practice to challenge and support professional learning, enabling us to be in the best 

possible position to help our students learn and succeed. 
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