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.


This essay aims to explore the close links between theory and practice in order to analyse the effectiveness of a case study for an individual learner. In addition to this, the essay will specifically look at how a critical incident presents itself within the classroom setting through the use of observations. The Principles of Purpose, as created by Professor Donaldson in 2015 will be cross-sectioned in correspondence to the critical incident along with the proposed 2022 Curriculum in order to identify possible links between the triangulation. 

According to Joshi, (2018); Tripp, (2012), a critical incident is a personal interpretation of an unplanned event which causes great significance in the school classroom. Simultaneously, Angelides (2001) corresponds their views through the belief that a critical incident is utterly dependent upon the viewings of the incident and how it is interpreted. However, Angelides (2001) also emphasises that within the classroom, anything could present itself as a critical incident. 

Through university lectures and Bridging sessions, it has been made explicitly clear that in order to identify critical incidents and to analyse them further, reflective practice has to take place. It has been highlighted that the analysis of critical incidents opens a plethora of opportunities to develop awareness of reflective practice and how this occurs within the classroom (Harrison and Lee, 2011). This henceforth, allows teachers to gather a richer idea of the classroom and how critical incidents can present themselves at any given time (Francis, 1997; Harrison and Lee, 2011). This is supported by Vachon and LeBlanc (2011) through the emphasis that critical incidents are often used in order to effectively facilitate refection within learning and teaching. Consequently, this essay will explore the critical incident in order to identify next steps in teaching and learning. 

The observations were undertaken within a school context. School A is a Local Authority, English medium community school in South Wales, which first opened in 2001. The school caters for pupils from 3-11 years. The school is located within an urban area; providing opportunities for close links with the community. There are currently 517 pupils on role, which compromises a large nursery area and 16 classes from Reception to Year 6 (School A Prospectus, 2019). The school has 26 children that have Free School Meals (FSM), 39 children who have Additional Learning Needs (ALN), 11 children who have English as an Additional Language (EAL), and 3 Looked After Children (LAC) (School A Prospectus, 2019). The critical incident observation was completed within a large Year 3 class, which included 30 children, along with the class teacher and a Teaching Assistant (TA). 

When undertaking the observations within the school, it was essential that ethics were acknowledged and considered. Guilleman, McDougall and Gillam (2011) emphasise that ethical mindfulness within research is fundamental in order to ensure a safe and secure study. Within the branches of ethical mindfulness, anonymity is considered as an essential contributing factor in order to guarantee an ethically adverse study. BERA (2018) point out that maintaining confidentiality and anonymity when conducting research is fundamental.
Consequently, within the study, anonymity was maintained throughout in order to meet the BERA guidelines in a safe and ethical manner. Drew, Hardman and Hosp (2008, p.190) indicate that anonymity signifies ensuring that all participant identities remain confidential. Henceforth, pseudonyms were used in place of individual names. 

Novikov and Novikov (2013) underlines that methodology can be identified as a sum of methods used in order to complete a specific task or activity. This is supported further by Jonker and Pennick (2010) who highlight that methodology investigates the why and how of questions, or school of thoughts in order to reach a conclusion. 

When researching the most effective methods, a case study approach was chosen. Cohen and Manion (1995), as cited in Biggam (2011) state that case studies allow interpretation through an observation of a class or child and enables the characteristics of these units to be identified. Kumar (2014) agrees with this view and points out that case studies can allow the researcher to delve deeper into the exploration of the phenomena through a thorough and holistic approach. The use of a case study in particular presented the researcher with a plethora of positives and negatives as a research method. On one hand, Baxter and Jack (2008) places an emphasis on the case study being an illustrative method in which the personal understanding and analysis of the scenario is developed. However on the other hand, many researchers have argued that case studies can be an extremely bias method of gathering research as they particularly focus on the personal viewpoints and interpretation of the information gathered (Simons, 2009; Yin, 2009). Throughout the use of the case study method, it was ensured that a fair and unbiased approach was upheld through the close following of ethical considerations. 

Within the aspects of methodology and in particular, a case study method approach, a constructivist approach was adopted. It can be said that a constructivist approach indicates that the truth is presented, however, it is how you perceive what you see that becomes a constructivist viewpoint (Mertens, 2019). As the researcher undertook a non-participant observation, it was interesting to explore the depth of the classroom and identify possible critical incidents whilst being at the back of the room. This on one hand, allowed the teacher and the class to continue teaching and learning as normal. However, on the other hand, the Hawthorne effect remained evidently permanent throughout. This was due to the class potentially acting differently as they were aware of an additional adult being in the classroom that is not always there. It can be stated that the Hawthorne effect relates to the understanding and awareness of being observed. This could possibly lead to a change in behaviour (Chiesa and Hobbs, 2008; McCambridge, Witton and Elbourne, 2014). This furthermore, could have affected the way in which the critical incident was presented and perceived throughout the observation. 

Through identifying critical incidents within the classroom, it has enlightened an opportunity to analyse further in order to obtain a deeper understanding. Tripp (2012) highlights that through finding critical incidents, the confirmation of what was already suspected is made clear. However, the wider analysis can lead to new information and concepts being revealed. Although it is a positive that there is an opportunity for further analysis and personal development, the critical incident can also contribute as a negative. This is due to the incidents being self perceptualized, and henceforth, what the researcher may have witnessed may not have been what happened in the context, but possibly could be a misunderstanding of the scenario (Guest, 2002). Nevertheless, the use of both a case study and specifically a critical incident approach have been identified as the most effective research methods to underpin the context of the phenomena and identify next steps for teaching. 

Within the context of a primary school setting, the observed critical incident concerns a pupil who was distant from his learning (see appendix 1). As a result of this, the teacher provided the child with multi-link cubes to encourage him to concentrate on the maths activity and to allow him to develop a wider understanding. However, the multi-link cubes were primarily used as a distraction to the child as opposed to a learning tool. Consequently, the child spent the duration of the lesson building towers instead of using the cubes to aid his learning. This incident in particular, grasped the attention of the observer as the child misused the resources as an opportunity to play instead of participating in the visual aspect of the lesson; henceforth, impacting his own learning. 

Professor Graham Donaldson has proposed four purposes that underpin the new curriculum. In particular, it is stated that children within Wales should be able to develop as “Ambitious, capable learners, ready to learn throughout their lives” (Donaldson, 2015, p.29). The Education Secretary for Wales, Kirsty Williams adds that the purposes affiliate both knowledge and skills in order to provide children with key opportunities to become a part of the bigger picture of life and specifically, social change (Welsh Government, 2018a). 

With the observed critical incident in mind (see appendix 1), it is fundamental to explore how the purposes of the curriculum can closely associate to the child and the activity that they participated in. As witnessed, the teacher attempted to encourage the child to be an ‘Ambitious, capable learner’ by setting the task. Although, it seemed as though the task was not sufficient enough for the child to achieve this. The teacher provided instructions to the activity and to using the multi-link cubes, however, the child may have benefitted more from additional scaffolding throughout the activity in order to understand the task. The theory of Vygotsky (1978) instigates that when teachers scaffold the children, they become the More Knowledgeable Other (MKO) and can therefore aid the children’s development and learning further (Doherty and Hughes, 2009). In addition to this, Hattie (2010) expresses that teachers should display an understanding of how children learn through different methods, and be able to help the child to broaden their ways of thinking. Within the critical incident, the child possibly could have been shown how to use the cubes effectively enough to impact his own learning, instead of being left to use them at his own accord. This henceforth, may have lead to the child becoming an ‘Ambitious, capable learner’. 

It is also important to note that as the new curriculum has not been rolled out in to all schools yet, it is difficult to ensure that all children are becoming ‘Ambitious, capable learners’. However, within the terms of the incident, the child does meet the desires of the Foundation Phase curriculum (FP). The FP recognises and develops the needs of the children through the use of a variety of methods (WG, 2015). The multi-link cubes were used in order to allow the child to learn experientially and to conduct their own ideas and ways of thinking. This is specifically focused on within the FP as it enables children to establish their own learning and development (WG, 2015). There will be opportunities to develop this further through the new curriculum and consequently, the child will be able to use their own ways of thinking to become ‘Ambitious, capable learners’. 

When completing the observation within the classroom, the critical incident was identified as a pivotal moment as the child initially disregarded the use of the multi-link cubes for learning and instead made towers and played with the cubes. The teacher failed to recognise this and henceforth, the child did not participate effectively within the task. Within the context of this assignment, two sub-topics will be explored further in the Literature Review in order to identify if there were any additional assets that underpinned why the critical incident took place. These are Additional Learning Needs (ALN) and stereotypes of boys in learning. 

Additional Learning Needs (ALN)

Additional Learning Needs (ALN) is recognised as a contributing factor to a child’s ability to learn (Department for Education, 2019). Specifically, it affects the child’s behaviour, reading and writing, understanding and their concentration levels (Department for Education, 2019). In 2018, the Welsh Government received Royal Assent in order to change the ALN Bill into the ALN Act, with the focus of improving planning and delivery of ALN provisions within schools in Wales (Welsh Government, 2018b). It can be further emphasised by Welsh Government (2018a) that providing sufficient support for children with ALN in schools is fundamental in order for the children to reach their full potential.

When linking the literature surrounding ALN and the critical incident together, it highlighted precise associations with the child and their learning. Upon conversation with the class teacher, it was identified that Child A has Autistic Spectrum Disorder (ASD) and therefore, required additional support throughout lessons. 

The National Autistic Society (2018) points out that “Autism is a life-long, developmental disability that affects how a person communicates with and relates to other people, and how they experience the world around them”. In addition to this, Kaweski (2011) indicates that ASD is affected by the brain’s lack of ability to process information efficiently enough. He further states that children on the Autistic Spectrum find it difficult to interpret information in a significant manner. It is therefore, the fundamental role of the teacher or lead practitioner to implement methods of communication effectively for the child in order to impact their learning and development (Doherty and Hughes, 2009). This view is supported by Neaum (2016) who indicates that schools have a legal requirement to provide sufficient support and provision to all children with ALN. Within the observation of the critical incident (see appendix 1), it was interesting to explore how additional provision was provided to the child through the use of multi-link cubes. The teacher recognised that Child A was not demonstrating a clear understanding of the task following her instructions, and therefore the cubes were provided. 

Neaum (2016) emphasises that provision should be made to be inclusive and to meet the needs of all children. In addition to this, it can be highlighted by Doherty and Hughes (2009) that ensuring inclusion within teaching is a proficient factor to the profession of a teacher.
This henceforth was displayed within the critical incident. However, questions regarding the validity of the resource have arisen as the teacher provided them without a demonstration of how the child was to use them to develop his understanding. Consequently, Child A saw the cubes as a play opportunity. This is because within the school, the child had become familiar with the idea that when the cubes were put out, they were able to play with them. This moreover, links to the conditioning theory of Pavlov (1928) and how the child had been conditioned to play with the cubes as opposed to using them during a maths lesson to aid his learning. It has therefore provided an opportunity to question whether scaffolding the activity further with the child would have benefited him more and therefore, the critical incident may not have arisen in this context. This furthermore links to the theory of Bruner (1983) and how he believed that the child’s Zone of Proximal Development should have opportunities to be developed through the use of interventions and scaffolding (Doherty and Hughes, 2009). As children with ASD find it challenging to understand concepts, follow directions and concentrate within activities (Kaweski, 2011), it is the role of the teacher to deliver information in a more efficient manner that is suitable for the child with ASD to understand clearly. This may have impacted the critical incident and how it was perceived by the observer. 


Stereotypes of Boys in learning

It has be indicated by Neaum (2016) that close attention is particularly payed to boys in education, and specifically on how they are seen to be underachieving. This is supported by the Department for Education and Skills (2007) who then identified that boys were overall, underachieving more so than girls in education. This is still seen to be the case within education as boys are perceived to require additional encouragement to achieve higher in learning (Neaum, 2016). 

Within the context of the observed critical incident, it is important to note that the child was sat on a table with same-ability learners and a teacher within close proximity. As there were nine lower ability children sat at the same table, it became clear that it was difficult for the teacher to provide sufficient support for all. This henceforth, lead to Child A losing concentration within the activity as he was not receiving the attention that he required to continue his learning. However, it can be stated by Skelton and Francis (2003) that the needs of boys in primary schools are not being met as adequately enough as possible. They also highlight that boys should be encouraged to learn using a variety of methods and learning styles in order to identify which suits them best. Within the observation of the critical incident, it became clear that this was not possible for the teacher as all children in the group required a significant amount of support. Although the teacher provided a resource to Child A as another method of learning, it was not used appropriately to enhance his learning further. This does furthermore, raise questions as to if this contributed to the critical incident taking place. 

Stereotypes of boys within the primary school often leads to wide discussion and research  surrounding how they perform academically. Latsch and Hannover (2014) point out that when researching, it was found that boys typically set greater learning goals towards maths than any other subject. This can be supported by Yelland (1998) who emphasises that traditionally, boys tended to be more confident in mathematics and therefore, performed better than girls in the subject. In regards to the critical incident, it is uncertain if Child A was a factor of the perceptions of a stereotypical boy and how they enjoy maths and perform well in it. This is due to Child A demonstrating a lack of concentration and involvement within the activity. However, as previously noted, the child has ASD and so the lack of concentration could have been a contributing influence of his learning difficulty as opposed to not being interested in maths. The use of the resource could have played a vital role in the identification of this, however, the child did not use the cubes in the expected manner. If the resource was used appropriately, the critical incident may not have taken place and the child may have been perceived stereotypically as a maths enthusiast. 

The key literature that surrounds and potentially underpins the critical incident has accentuated themes in which could be taken forth into further research within the classroom. Additional Learning Needs is a prominent factor of the child’s characteristics within his learning and henceforth, the triangulation between the child, the critical incident, and the literature has highlighted ways in which the learning disability could be further supported in order to minimise critical incidents like this from repeating themselves. The literature has emphasised the essential role of the teacher when undertaking activities to develop the child’s learning further, and has specifically pointed out the fundamentality of providing sufficient scaffolding to ensure that the child is aware of the task through visual means as opposed to through direct lengthy instructions. 

Additionally, the literature indicated that the stereotypes of boys in learning can still be identified within schools. However, there are a plethora of contributing factors that could associate with the perceptions of boys in learning, as seen within the critical incident; such as learning difficulties and conditioning normalities in which the children are familiar with throughout their learning. 


Critical reflection is fundamental in order to identify next steps for further research and development (Brookfield, 2017). This is supported by Tripp (1993) who highlighted that reflective teaching is crucial as it provides opportunities to evaluate what happened and how they can take this information forward to inform future practice. 

In particular, the model of Rolfe, Freshwater and Jasper (2001) as indicated by Wales. Department for Education and Skills (2015, p.9) will be utilised in order to evaluate the critical incident and to inform professional development. Rolfe, Freshwater, and Jasper (2001) proposed a three-question model in which the emphasis on what happened?, what did that mean? and what is next? was distinguished. This reflective method can be used in correspondence with Tripp (2012) who identified the why? questioning method in order to reach a conclusion and develop an understanding of the incident. Both models of reflection assist the development of understanding in regards to the underpinning of the critical incident.  

When exploring the critical incident, it was acknowledged that the child was given the resource in order to help him to gather a clearer understanding of the task. However, Child A was not scaffolded enough by the class teacher and therefore, proceeded to instigate play with the cubes as opposed to doing the maths activity. The teacher did not recognise that the child had gone off task and henceforth, continued to support the other children within the group. The amount of children within the group may have been a contributing factor to the critical incident taking place as it was witnessed that the teacher physically could not provide all children with the same amount of support. For future practice, it is suggested that when working in groups, especially with lower ability children, the group sizes could be smaller. This could provide the children with further opportunities to be supported and therefore, the teacher may be able to keep them on task. It also provides an opportunity for the teacher to support the children with learning difficulties such as ASD, to help them concentrate within the activity and use a variety of methods to help them learn. For the observer, it was particularly difficult to watch the child disengage from his learning without stepping in to the activity, however, a non-participant observer role was undertaken. 

The experience of using the resources presented a plethora of additional opportunities for the child to develop his learning and to engage within the task. This proved to have both positive and negative affects on the child. As previously stated, the use of resources can provide different methods of learning which are crucial to the child’s development (Neaum, 2016). However, as the child had been conditioned to use the cubes to play, he took that opportunity further. If the teacher had perhaps scaffolded the child and demonstrated what the task was with the cubes, the child may have engaged in the activity differently. This linked specifically to the child having ASD and how the characteristics of an ASD child encourage the use of visual demonstrations as opposed to lengthy instructions (National Autistic Society, 2018). For future practice, a careful consideration into the ways in which resources are provided to the children, specially with clear instructions may benefit both the child and the teacher. Within planning, it is suggested that additional resources in which the children are familiar with using, should perhaps be included in order to implement differentiation through a variety of learning methods. It can be indicated by Tomlinson (2014) that planning to suit individual needs of the children, and understanding these needs within the classroom is essential in order to effectively impact their learning.  

The observation and reflection of the critical incident has opened a overabundance of points to take forth into future practice and has informed ways to develop my own professional practice. For my personal and professional development, I will ensure to take forward the identified assets that underpinned the critical incident taking place, and pinpoint different methods and techniques to minimise the critical incident from arising again. I will ensure that differentiation is prominent throughout my practice, and I will provide resources when necessary with suitable scaffolding to guarantee that the children have a clear understanding of the set task. 

In conclusion, the use of observations, the case study approach, and the critical incident approach have been extremely valuable throughout the essay in order to allow the researcher to explore the incident in further detail. The approaches have allowed an opportunity to develop an understanding of the incident and provided openings to identify ways forward within future practice. 

As stated by the Education Workforce Council (EWC, 2019), it is important for teachers within Wales to use learning experiences and reflect on them in order to inform and improve their personal and professional practice. Similarly, the Professional standards for teaching and leadership (Welsh Government, 2018c) specifically highlight the importance of the teacher consistently having opportunities to reflect upon their own practice, and to extend their knowledge of pedagogy to inform their skills and understanding within the profession. As stated by the Welsh Government (2018d), within Wales, it is essential that practitioners are open to discussions of how others’ reflections can impact your professional learning and development further, as well as your own reflections. 

As the new curriculum is being rolled out into schools by 2022, it is a key approach by the Welsh Government to get teachers to be more reflective of their own practice as this furthermore informs pedagogy, future practice and can benefit personal and professional development (Welsh Government, 2018d). This henceforth, can allow teachers to have more autonomy over the ways in which they teach, the ways they implement what they have found, and the ways in which they move forward in their professionalism. The Successful Futures curriculum document (Donaldson, 2015) emphasises this through the thorough research conducted in Wales and the discussions that teachers craved more le-way to be able to conduct this within their classroom. This overall, will allow more possibilities for the children’s learning to be enhanced as the teachers will be aware of what works for them and their classroom. 
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