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‘Critical incidents enable teachers to have control over their own professional 

development’ (McGrath, I., 2000).  

 

uyj 

Introduction: 

The following assignment will be focussed around critically evaluating a specific incident, 

that has been observed in a year 2 primary school setting, with all observations being 

focussed around four lessons. All observations can be accounted for in the appendices 

along with four evaluated critical incidents drawn from within these lessons. Critical incident 

1 in observation 2 will be analysed in this assignment.  

The assignment will further explore the observational method used to gather the data and 

how the data was recorded and analysed. With continuous links to literature It will go onto 

and explore how the teacher managed the situation, while also reviewing reasoning behind 

why the behaviour potentially took place, and possible progression steps that could be 

implemented to prevent or manage the incident in relation to the teaching and the individual. 

 

An incident is something which occurs, however a critical incident is something in which we 

create. This is expressed by Tripp: “Incidents tend to be ‘typical’ rather than ‘critical’ at first 

sight, but are rendered critical though analysis” (Tripp, 2012). This emphasising that the 

process of making an incident critical is by looking at a broader meaning of the incident and 

the significance, instead of just focussing on the immediate context that is seen as typical.  

 

 

 

 

Identifying critical incidents is a vital tool in education. It is crucial in terms of allowing 

teachers that professional development, as it could enhance their ideas in relation to a 

certain aspect of their teaching, making it preferable in specific situations (Shapira-

Lishchinsky, O., 2011). Therefore, emphasising the focus on the importance of reflective 

practice to further success in teaching. This assignment will analyse the critical incident 

selected, and how potential advances can be made to enhance professional development. 

 

School & Class context: 

The age group of the observation was focussed around a year two class (6-7 years old), with 

25 pupils differentiating in gender, ability, social depravation and additional needs. “Pupils 
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come from a variety of backgrounds, ranging from relatively prosperous to economically 

disadvantaged” (Estyn, 2013). As of 2018 the percentages of FSM (Free School Meals) was 

22.5% (Welsh Government, 2018). From reviewing these statistics and putting them into 

relation to academic outcomes, there was a significant difference regarding achieving 

outcome 5 or higher, between pupils eligible and non-eligible for FSM. In Wales 2018 the 

percentage difference regarding pupils eligible for FSM achieving outcome 5 or above in all 

areas of learning was 18.2% lower than pupils who wasn’t entitled (Stats Wales, 2018). The 

school’s pupil population is 170, with pupil and teacher ratio being 26.4 (Welsh Government, 

2018).  

 

The environment in which the incident was observed, all the children where on the carpet 

having an introduction for their Literacy work. Before the introduction took place, Welsh was 

delivered on the carpet for ten minutes in total. The incident assessed is focused on a 

seven-year-old boy, and his complete disengagement within the introduction, and the 

repercussions because of his detachment from the learning.  

 

The schools name will be referred to as “School X” and with the incident focusing 

predominantly on one individual, he will be referred to as “Pupil A”. This will keep the 

anonymity of the refereed school and individual as emphasised by the British Educational 

Research Association, as researchers we take all reasonable precautions to avoid 

identification (BERA, 2018).  

 

Methodology: 

There are many methods used in research to collect data, formal/informal interviews, 

observations, surveys and questionnaires, and with there being a huge movement in wales 

in terms of the education curriculum, these methods are a vital tool for teachers to be able to 

assess, adapt and progress with the encouraging changes. For example, to reflect on one’s 

teaching, are they allowing the pupils an opportunity for leaners to make and learn from 

errors, and to build confidence and resilience (Donaldson, 2015). 

 

Observations where used for the data collection process for this assignment. Observations 

allow researchers to look and analyse directly what is taking place in the specific situation, 

emphasising on the validity and authenticity of the data (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 

2007). With only four observations being made for this assignment, the focus of them 

concentrated on discovering what we believed was a critical incident within the classroom. 

One incident that occurs should not be put to one side, just because it’s not a reoccurring 

event (Cohen et al., 2007). This is the reasoning behind adopting the observation method of 
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using a critical incident, as it was a lot more attainable to be gathered within the time frame 

and number of observations as it can be drawn from one event.  

 

A critical incident is something that is unplanned (Raj Joshi, 2019). Allowing the assignment 

to be assigned during the observation. Enabling an open mind approach going into the 

observation, and not trying to draw something from the lesson that wasn’t truly displayed. 

This emphasising a major advantage of the technique as not being restricted. A benefit to 

critical incidents is that teachers can critically analyse anything, by reflecting and analysing 

on a specific event that has happened, in order to have success in their professional 

development (Raj Joshi, 2018).  

 

Observations and critical incidents however do face complications, relating to potential 

change in behaviour when being observed (Kumar, 2014),. This could either be in a positive 

way or negative, this is known as the Hawthorne effect. “Without doubt the behaviour of 

research participants is influenced by observation and measurement” Philip Sedgwick 

(2015).  Potentially resulting in the incident not being a true reflection of Pupil A or teacher. 

However, through the teacher initially ignoring Pupil A’s behaviour, highlights it’s a recurring 

incident. 

 

The data was collected through a non-participant observation approach. Allowing 

observation to be carried out, without actively getting involved (Enclyclopedia.com, 2019). 

Allowing a true reflection of how the situation is normally managed in relation to Pupil A’s 

behaviour. However, a potential drawback being around the interpretation of the 

observations. As this approach focusses around interpreting the collection of data you have 

gathered and making conclusions (Kumar, 2014). Without the actual participant’ 

interpretation of the incident, the results of these conclusions can be biased towards the 

researcher’s understandings.   

 

This drawback potentially being resolved by taking a participant approach, highlighting 

individual’s exact feelings behind the reasonings of his disengagement and the 

consequences Cohen et., (2007). Being a participant observer, allows the researcher to put 

themselves in the role of the pupils, with or without letting the individuals know that they are 

being observed emphasising a truer reflection (Kumar, 2014). However, if it’s not suitable for 

the researcher to take notes at that given time. Then the data to be collected will have to go 

off memory, resulting in the decrease of validity of the research (Nurani, 2008).  

 

Four Purposes:  
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Donaldson puts forward the idea that there are four main purposes of the new curriculum, 

relating to development of young individuals. For young individuals to be “ambitious, capable 

learners”, “enterprising, creative contributors”, “ethical, informed citizens” and “healthy, 

confident individuals” (Donaldson, 2015).  

 

The incident took place in an afternoon lesson straight after lunch. Before the introduction of 

the lesson, the session went straight in with a Welsh language spoken task. Looking at the 

Foundation Framework for the Welsh Language Development area of learning, it 

emphasises that there should be “enjoyable” practical planned activities, used to develop 

their communication (Welsh Government, 2015). The welsh task went on for 10 minutes and 

was vey direct in the style it was delivered. The input from the teacher was that she was 

stating animal names in Welsh, constantly getting the class to repeat the word after her. 

Being that the Welsh session was very teacher lead and pupil participation was all about 

repetition, it didn’t allow the learners to be ambitious or capable, it didn’t allow learners to 

communicate effectively or allow them to set themselves challenges (Donaldson, 2015). This 

may be potentially resulting in Pupils A disengagement as explored next.  

 

After the Welsh input, the teacher went on to introducing the literacy lessons objectives, 

however when doing so Pupil A became extremely disengaged and went on to shout out 

“can we stop speaking welsh”, even though they had moved onto the literacy lesson’ 

introduction. This emphasised that in relation to being a healthy confident induvial 

(Donaldson, 2015), he was confident to participate in the lesson, however in terms of 

relevance, his input was very inappropriate.  

 

The teacher turned a blind eye to the pupil and completely ignored his remark and constant 

fidgeting on the carpet. Pupil A then made another comment, this time towards his peers 

“does anyone else like despicable me”, disengaging others. This is when the teacher 

intervened with the behaviour and disengagement of Pupil A and therefore told him to go 

and sit on the “time out chair”. This section of the incident falls under one of the four 

purposes, for young people to develop as ethically informed citizens. Pupil A, potentially 

didn’t understand how his actions, had a negative impact on his classmates, as through the 

choices he had made, individuals became disengaged with the literacy input and further 

went on to ask in the lesson what they were doing (Donaldson, 2015).  

However, before the teacher even finished her sentence Pupil A got up and went towards 

the chair, and once sat began to swing and became completely disengaged with the ongoing 

learning. This highlighted that in relation to be an ethically informed citizen (Donaldson, 

2015)., Pupil A understood the consequence of his actions, regarding himself.  
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Literature Review: 

Tripp (1993) highlighted that there are two stages in understanding a critical incident. The 

first stage describes the incident that has been encountered and observed, highlighted in the 

previous section. The second stage draws its attention to the “why” aspect, in the potential 

meanings behind the incident taking place, specifically focussing on pupils’ engagement and 

the importance of pupil voice. Expressed by John Hattie the importance of students to be 

actively involved in devising the success criteria alongside the teacher (Hattie, 2012).  

However, firstly with one of the vigilant aspects of the incident being targeted around Pupil 

A’s behaviour, and the way in which the situation was managed, this part of the assignment 

will draw attention to the theory of behaviourism. 

 

Behaviourism focuses around the idea that all behaviours are learnt as a result of the 

interaction an individual has within their environment as a response to a stimulus. That 

learning has occurred when there is a visual display of the change of a pupil’s behaviour. 

Emphasised by Watson (1913), that Behaviourism assumes that a learner is essentially 

passive, responding to environmental stimuli. In that all learners start off with a “clean slate”, 

with their behaviour changing as a result of positive or negative reinforcement. This 

reinforcement is given by the teacher, and that as a result of this reinforcement then the 

behaviour will be repeated (McLeod, 2017).  

  

To challenge behaviourism, Piaget believes that children are active learners with their own 

interpretations. Constructed through their previous knowledge and experiences (Ackermann, 

2001). Behaviourism highlights that in schools, the responsibility of learning is directly on the 

shoulders of the teachers, and that when providing the correct stimuli, students would not 

only learn, but that learning could be measured through observations of student’s behaviour 

(Jones & Brader-Araje, 2002). This was extremely evident in the critical incident, with the 

teacher being very direct and one hundred percent in control of the learning, with the 

effectiveness possibly being highlighted by the behaviour of Pupil A. 

 

Behaviourists believe there are two types of conditioning in relation to the way in which  

animals and humans alike can be ‘taught’ to do certain things, operant and classical 

conditioning. Classical conditioning focusses around an automatic naturalistic response that 

occurs as a result of a stimulus (Pritchard, 2014). With one of the most famous examples 

being Pavlov’s dog experiment as presented in Fig. 1. This style of conditioning is used 

throughout schools, particularly used for classroom management. With classical conditioning 

being highly emphasised on an individual’s responses being involuntary, there is no clear 
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connection to be made regarding the specific incident, and therefore draws the attention to 

operant conditioning.  

 

Fig. 1.  

 

(VeryWell Mind, Joshua Seong, 2019). 

 

In contrast to constructivism B.F. Skinner believed we could both control and predict 

behaviour, through applying reinforcement or punishment after the behaviour. Skinner simply 

placed a rat in an empty box with two levers. A random action by this rat on the specific 

leaver would either give the animal a pellet of food (positive reinforcement) or a small 

electrical shock (negative reinforcement). As the result of the rat having constant positive 

reinforcement from the one specific lever, the behaviour of the rat altered, and the rat would 

only press that lever. This is known as the reinforcement stage of the conditioning. Through 

the results of these experiments Skinner concluded that rewards and punishments control 

most human behaviours, and that all human learning occurs through the principles of 

operant conditioning (Skinner, 1958).  

 

Skinner went on to discover three different types of responses/operant. Neutral, which 

relates to there being no change in the increase or decrease in the behaviour being 

repeated. Reinforces, which as mentioned above it’s the response from the environment that 

https://uowtsd-my.sharepoint.com/personal/rachel_wallis_uwtsd_ac_uk/Documents/ECAD6008LTL1920/6008Term11.xlsx?web=1
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increases the behaviour to be repeated. However, opposite to reinforcements Skinner 

elaborates on “Punishers”. This focusses on using punishments to have a decrease effect in 

the likelihood of a specific behaviour being repeated (McLeod, 2018). The teacher uses the 

punishment in the incident, the “time out chair” in hope to decrease the behaviour of Pupil A 

to happen again.  

 

Punishments can be categorised into being negative or positive. Negative punishment is 

when the stimulus is removed, normally that stimulus being a favourable event e.g. missing 

going on the school trip (David, 2015). Webster (2019) puts emphasis on the fact that the 

punishments should always be based around what is seen to be important to that specific 

pupil. However, the use of positive punishment was used by the teacher in the observed 

incident. Focusing on giving a unfavourable consequence, in hope to weaken the response 

that follows (David, 2015). Punishments however must be used consistently when undesired 

behaviour is displayed, otherwise behaviour may reoccur. In comparison to this McLeod 

(2018) states that punishments are not always a necessarily guide towards the teachers 

desired behaviour as it only tells the student in not what to do, rather then reinforcement 

encourages the pupil in what to do.  

 

Behaviourism only highlights a limit insight to the observable behaviour of an individual. 

Therefore, accepting this explanation of behaviour and constricting the idea of the impact of 

emotions, motivation or cognitive aspects McLeod (2017). 

 

Research discovered by Spielhofer et al. (2009) found that in relation to young individuals 

not in education, employment or training (NEET), three-fifths fell into this category as a result 

of the barriers they face regarding their engagement in learning. Highlighting that with the 

use of early interventions, these young people could be prevented from becoming NEET 

(Earl et al., 2017).  

 

At what point is a learner considered “disengaged”? Gobert et al., (2015) emphasises that 

it's when pupils have completely loss focus of the task, participating within non-lesson 

related conversations. In relation to the critical incident Pupil A is highlighting the key 

characteristics that is associated with being actively disengaged. He completely detached 

himself from the learning that was taking place, and as a result of doing so found it 

necessary to try and disrupt the whole class through disobeying the teacher and shouting 

above her saying “who else hates welsh!” (Way, 2011).  

 

Pupil’s engagement can be affected by the learning environment, with teachers’ attitude and 
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delivery being a major influence (Gunderson et al., 2012). Emphasising that pupils mimic the 

attitudes of their teacher. Additionally, Helena Marsh of Sawston Village College highlights in 

relation to pupils’ engagement, discovered that from conversations with pupils, they revealed 

a large degree of engagement was dependent on the teaching style (Marsh, 2012). The 

teaching style was very direct within the observed lesson, and as mentioned above there 

was not much enthusiasm within the delivery, therefore potentially resulting in the 

disengagement. 

 

Pupils who are unmotivated to be engaged within a lesson, will tend to have a tendency 

towards disruptive behaviour (Baumeister, 1997). Martin (2008) expresses that engagement 

is the outward expression of a pupil’s motivation. In relation to lack of motivation resulting in 

disengagement. Nneka Ikeogu (2011) presented a thesis that expressed disruptive pupils 

are highly motivate, however motivated to avoid engaging in educational tasks at school. 

Which was very evident in Pupil A’s behaviour, he was motivated, however motivated to get 

out of the learning environment, which is what happened as his punishment. 

 

Skinner & Pitzer (2012) elaborates that a learner’s contribution towards being engaged is a 

result of the development of their intrinsic motivation. Intrinsic motivation relates to behaviour 

targeted towards internal rewards.  

A possible pathway to allowing the growth of learner’s intrinsic motivation is through allowing 

them “Pupil Voice”. A useful tool to enable pupil engagement, is ensuring pupils that chance 

to voice their opinions and influence their own education (TheSchoolBus, 2019). From 

reviewing the Student Engagement Framework for Scotland (Sparqs, 2012), they 

concentrate on allowing pupils to shape their own experiences and outcomes they want to 

achieve. Allowing the focus of lessons to be centralised and targeted towards the specific 

students, while allowing achievable set targets, which when obtained potentially results in an 

increase in intrinsic motivation and the student’s engagement.  

However, as highlighted by Deci & Ryan (1985), if pupils are completely motivated 

intrinsically then it could possibly result in them only having desire to do what interests them 

and be disengaged to what doesn’t. For this to be successful pupil-teacher relationship is 

vital. Donalsdon (2015) states that its important that teachers engage learners’ interests in 

relation to goals, as it can increase the “can do” attitude. However, knowledge of ability must 

be considered, if the teacher doesn’t know the ability in which can be achieved by the 

individual, interest will be potentially lost due to the task being too challenging or not 

challenging enough (Urhahne, 2015).  

 

A recommendation from 2013 in reference to School X was to ensure assessment for 
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“Unless teachers develop the practice of critical reflection, they stay trapped in 

unexamined judgments, interpretations, assumptions, and expectations” 

(2000, p.293) 

learning (AFL) is fully embedded across the school (Estyn, 2013). AFL is known to be able to 

increase pupil engagement (Parsons et al., 2011). An element of AFL focusses on 

questioning. Questioning allows teachers to assess learning throughout the lesson through 

instant feedback, allowing teachers to observe engagement. Questioning allows pupil 

involvement within the session, and when performed in groups allows peer interaction, 

potentially improving overall engagement. With the focus going away from the pupil just 

being the listener, but now able to contribute to lesson through fun imaginative ways i.e. 

Basketball Questioning. The response of the teacher to the respondants could potentially 

increase intrinsic behaviour, as a result of instant positive feedback. Research indicates 

teachers will wait on average 0.9 seconds to receive a response. However, an increase in 

wait time to allow students to think individually and collaboratively is essential, allowing them 

to develop and share better answers, as this will improve engagement (Nsead.org, 2019). 

 

Reflection:  

Reflection focuses around an individual’s experience and behaviours, and through this, 

meanings are made and interpreted from what they are reflecting on. Proceeding to how the 

overall reflection can inform future decision-making (Howard, 2003). 

 

Regarding incorporating the critical aspect within this reflection, the Reflective Cycle adapted 

by Gibbs in 1988 as presented in Fig.2, will be used. The importance of critical reflection 

being emphasised by Larrivee:  

 

 

 

 

Highlighting that just through reflecting alone the judgements that are concluded potentially 

haven’t been examined, resulting in the reflection being potentially un-specific or broad.  

 

 

Fig. 2. 
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(Gibbs, 1988) 

 

Description: 

Description of the incident is highlighted within the section of the assignment “Four 

Purposes”  

 

Feelings: 

My feelings towards Pupil A’s actions is that he is actively disengaged with the learning, 

through his consistent movement on the carpet and peer targeted irrelevant conversations.  

Through the teacher ignoring the actions and behaviour of Pupil A, he became more 

disruptive, and as conveyed in the Logical Consequences Model (Dreikus, 1968), I felt that 

his inappropriate behaviour was motivated by his unconscious need of gaining attention. 

Which elaborated on by Dreikus, if that need for attention was satisfied the rest of the 

behaviour would not have manifested.  Through observing Pupil A’s response to the 

punishment, firstly it felt that he knew he was going to go to the time out chair, because he 

got up and went towards it before the teacher had actually finished her sentence, possibly 

reflecting it’s a recurring consequence. Secondly his visual expressions expressed he was 

more than happy to sit out of the way of the teacher and still attempt to get attention from 

peers. 

 

Evaluation & Analysis: 

Teacher was possibly ignoring the behaviour of Pupil A, due to its severity and initially it 

having no impact on the others learning. I think it was a way in which the teacher was 

showing her authority in knowing if she did speak to Pupil A then that’s what he potentially 
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wanted, that attention. However, through analysing the result of ignorance, behaviour 

became more disruptive. The teachers approach in teaching was very direct and the 

questioning used was very closed, potentially influencing the disengagement of Pupil A, as 

there was no motive for him to interact with the learning. The use of the “time out chair” 

seemed to be ineffective. The individual knew what punishment was coming, and if anything, 

potentially worked in his favour as he got out of the learning. Therefore, relating to 

behaviourism and Skinner, the “time out chair” could potentially be the teacher unknowingly 

giving Pupil A, a positive reinforcement as a result of his actions.  

 

Conclusions & Actions: 

In conclusion I believe that there was no true plan to behaviour management. The 

punishment seemed ineffective and was used as a coping mechanism to get Pupil A out of 

the learning task. The “time out chair” appeared to be a conditioned punishment, as Pupil A 

got up to walk to the chair before the teacher finished telling him to do so. The punishment 

was not specific to that individual, Pupil A did not seem phased by the consequence of his 

actions, instead he got what he wanted, which was to be disengaged with the learning and 

to obtain attention, resulting in it being counterproductive (Webster, 2019).  

 

A suggested next step could be implementing the use of “Negative Punishments”. 

Emphasising the teacher taking away what is seen to be considered favourable to Pupil A 

i.e. Break Time. Instead of adhering to what potentially Pupil A wanted which was to remove 

himself from the learning. A behaviour chart could also be implemented to control the 

behaviour, with potentially the success criteria to be structured by both pupils and the 

teacher, allowing it to be more personal to specific pupils or class, also highlights the use of 

setting clear boundaries. This incorporating the operant conditioning approach.  

 

The variation of questioning styles could be used to heighten engagement, with focus on 

using open style questioning, resulting in a true reflection of that individual’s engagement. 

Provide an option to an answer by potentially stating if you think it could be this answer 

stand on one leg, if you think this answer, roll up into a ball. Adding that level of animation 

and fun, while also providing a sense of comfort, as if they didn’t have an idea of the answer, 

they now have a potential shot of getting it right. Another potential strategy could be the use 

of group discussion and for the teacher to pick a person from that group to discuss the 

answer, resulting in engagement with task to be needed in order to respond to an 

unpredicted choice of respondent.  

 

Another potential progression step could be the change of environment. The introduction 
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and Welsh task did not implement the smart board, so why was the carpet approach used. 

Therefore, a suggestion could be to vary the location in where the introduction is delivered 

i.e. present outside, freedom sitting to potentially enhance engagement.  

 

Regarding my own professional development, a possible way in which to record and achieve 

this is with a reflective log. Which will allow help to reflect on my ongoing teaching, by 

noticing what works and what doesn’t. Allowing myself to notice patterns and analyse the 

way in which students positively respond to specific events.  

 

Conclusion:  

Inconclusion this assignment has allowed the exploration of literature, focussed around the 

learning theory of behaviourism, drawing close attention to the work of Skinner. While also 

looking at the description of pupil engagement, discovering potential reasonings behind lack 

of engagement and exploring potential strategies behind increasing it. With the literature 

being explored as a result of the observed critical incident, allowing myself to make a critical 

reflection on providing relevant potential progression strategies in order to advance pupil 

engagement. While creating opportunity to allow leaners to develop in areas focussed 

around the four purposes (Donaldson, 2015). 

 

In relation to the Professional Standards of teaching in Wales (Welsh Government, 2018). 

This assignment has highlighted the importance and practicality of reflective practice. 

Highlighting the opportunity to make constant advances in my professional development in 

the world of teaching, allowing you to make strategic changes if something isn’t working well. 

With a strong focus on the management of the learning environment, to promote positive 

learning habits and behaviours. While also touching upon the importance of the use of 

imaginative teaching approaches for the benefit of each learner, and how it’s vital to listen to 

and take account of the views of learners in order to engage and encourage them as active 

participants.  

 

To develop this study the use of interviews could have been implemented into collecting 

data, with their use potentially uncovering hidden meaning to the why aspect in Pupil A’s 

disengagement exploring external factors such as home life influence. This potentially 

providing a more holistic approach toward the individual.  
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Observation 1: Critical Incident 1 
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Observation 2: Critical Incident 1 
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Observation 2: Critical Incident 2 
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Observation 4: Critical Incident 1 
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