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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 - 4391 
 
This essay focuses on an observed critical incident in a foundation phase class and will 

evaluate the incident in order to identify next teaching and learning steps for the individuals 

involved, through a process of reflection. The critical incident will be grounded in its context 

and a consideration of different observation strategies and methods are given. An overview 

of the critical incident is given and linked to Donaldson’s Four Purposes (Donaldson, 2015). 

A review of literature will situate the critical incident in context. An evaluation of the critical 

incident is given and the use of reflective models to identify next teaching and learning steps. 

Included within the appendices are annotated lesson observation sheets and critical incident 

reflection sheets. Four formal lesson observations and reflections were carried out; however, 

this assignment will focus on Appendix 1 and 2. 

Critical incidents can occur both inside and outside of the classroom. Tripp (2012) refers to 

most critical incidents as being routine, mundane and straightforward events. Events may 

appear ‘typical’ but become ‘critical’ through analysis (Tripp, 2012). Incidents happen, but 

critical incidents are created by the way we look at an incident and the significance placed 

on that event in its context (Tripp, 2012).  A critical incident is created through a process of 

conscious reflection and evaluation (Richards and Farrell, 2005). Tripp (1993) identifies the 

two phases involved in critical incident reflection – a description phase, where an incident is 

observed, and then it is expanded in its context in the explanation phase (Farrell, 2013). 

Reflective practice enables personal and professional development, as teachers use 

reflection to deepen understanding and transform practice effectively.   

 

The observation took place in a maintained Primary School in Swansea (School website). 

For the purpose of this assignment, I will refer to the school as ‘School X’ in accordance with 

BERA research guidelines point 40 (BERA, 2018). The most recent data source shows that 

there are 222 pupils in School X aged 3-11 years (My Local School, 2018). The lack of social 

deprivation in the area is evident in the statistics for Free School Meals – 5.1%, which is 

significantly below the average in Wales - 20.0% (My Local School, 2018). Furthermore, the 

percentage of children with an Additional Learning Need (ALN) in the school is 9% and is 

also lower than the average for Wales - 14.4% (My Local School, 2018). To raise education 
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standards in Wales, the Welsh Government put in place the National School Categorisation 

System (Categorisation System, 2019). In terms of how much support a school needs, four 

support categories were created, green needing the least support and red needing the most 

(Categorisation System, 2019). School X is a ‘Green’ school (My Local School, 2018). This 

reflects the effectiveness of teaching and learning and management and their capacity to 

contribute to the support given to other schools (Categorisation System, 2019). The 

observation was conducted within a mixed Year 1/2 class. There were 30 children in the 

class, 1 teacher and 1 teaching assistant. There were no ALN pupils highlighted in the class. 

It is significant to consider the implications of the class being mixed, as it is vital that 

teachers are conscious of the ways age and development differences can affect children’s 

performance (Dean 2002).  

 

Observation is a purposeful way of obtaining information as it takes place (Kumar, 2014). 

A non-participant observation was carried out. Non-participant observation involves 

‘watching and recording without personal involvement in the context’ (Burns, 1999, p.82). In 

the lesson observation, the non-participant observer had little involvement in the children’s 

activities (Kumar, 2014). Non-participant observations allow the observer to interpret with 

more neutrality as they are not participating. This enables more objective observations, as 

the observers note what they see as it happens (Sharma, 1997). A weakness of non-

participant observation is the Hawthorne effect, whereby individuals may adjust their 

behaviour because they are aware of being observed. This may mean data is 

unrepresentative (Kumar, 2014).  

 

There are many ways of recording observations. One useful observation method is PMI 

which considers positive, negative (minus) and interesting points about an observation (de 

Bono, 1993). The positive, minus and interesting aspects of an observation are categorised 

under these headings. A strength of the PMI method is that it is an attention directing tool 

and it is a clear way to organise judgements (Sharma & Saarsar, 2017, p.976). However, the 

structure may influence an observer to look for ‘good’ and ‘bad’ points, instead of organically 

recording, which makes data subjective. 

Notetaking observation method records information captured from another source (Makany, 

Kemp & Dror, 2008, p.1). Notetaking requires observers to assess and question what parts 

of an observation are relevant to record and take note of (Gimenez and Pinel, 2013, p.3).  

One approach to notetaking is aide-memoires (Papatheodorou, Luff & Gill, 2013) which can 

trigger memories when an observer re-assesses their notes. A strength of the notetaking 

method is that aide-memoires, such as key words or abbreviations provide a systematic 

recording of notes, enabling an in-depth observation record to be developed afterwards 
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(Delmont, 2002). A weakness of notetaking as an observation method is that it is likely that 

some information will be un-noticed, as a level of concentration is given to notetaking 

sequentially (Papatheodorou, Luff & Gill 2013).  

The observation method chosen was notetaking, because it is a thorough and organised 

method. It allows for a lot of objective detail to be recorded, which is essential for the 

elaboration of critical incidents. 

 

In terms of methodology, a case study is defined as the study of a particular (Stake, 1995). A 

case study is a detailed study of a real-life event that can only be described and analysed 

within its context (Cohen et al, 2011). Therefore, I argue that a critical incident is a case 

study as it is an in-depth interpretation of a single event in context. 

A strength of critical incident methodology is that it provides an in-depth investigation which 

allows more detail to be obtained when analysed. (Cohen et al, 2011) Another strength is the 

emphasis on reality (Cohen et al, 2011). Critical incidents offer insight into real-life, mundane 

routines in which the reality of events can be interpreted and reflected upon (Joshi, 2018, 

p.84). A weakness of critical incident methodology is that results may lack generalisability as 

it investigates a single incident and can’t be generalised to all instances like these. (Cohen et 

al, 2011) Another weakness is that results may be prone to problems of observer bias, as 

incidents are dependent on evaluation and reflection, they would likely be interpreted 

differently.  

 

The critical incident was observed towards the end of the lesson (Appendix 1). The teacher 

was directing a whole-class activity on the carpet when the incident occurred. The teacher 

stated that beats would be played on a drum and the children would have to count how 

many beats were added to a particular number. The teacher stated that only children with 

their hands-up and not shouting out would be selected to give their answer. This rule was 

kept to by the teacher for a few answers. The rule was then discarded and the teacher 

accepted answers from children who were shouting out. It was evident that this frustrated 

some of the children who did not shout out answers. Some shrugged their shoulders and 

became disinterested. After the activity had ended, the teacher stated that the children who 

were sitting the nicest with their arms crossed would be dismissed first for lunch. This rule 

was also not adhered to by teacher, as the teacher turned to a computer, distracted and 

called out names. Some children who were not sitting nicely were rewarded by standing in 

line first. The children who were ‘sitting nicely’ became visibly upset and began to fidget. 

 

Donaldson (2015) has identified four purposes in the new draft curriculum for Wales 2022. 

These four purposes aim to underpin all teaching and learning in Wales (National Mission, 
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2018). In relation to the observed critical incident, there appears to be implications for these 

four purposes. The new curriculum aims to create ‘ethical informed citizens’ who are 

encouraged to think about how their actions affect others (Donaldson, 2015). The 

implications of the incident for this purpose is that the children shouting out appeared to lack 

an awareness of how their actions impacted on others in the class. It could be inferred that 

the teacher also did not consider how the shouting out may have made the other children 

feel undervalued. Within this purpose, children should respect others’ right to speak 

(Donaldson, 2015). During the task, some children continued to shout over others. This 

meant that some children were not given an opportunity to share their answers, leading to an 

equity imbalance. Also, some children who were not ‘sitting nicely’, were not showing 

respect for others who were adhering to the rule. Donaldson’s four purposes also proposes 

that children develop as healthy, confident individuals (Donaldson, 2015). The implications 

for this purpose is that the incident negatively affected children’s ability to feel confident, as 

those who had their hands-up adhering to the rule, were not chosen to answer. This may 

discourage confidence in the children who were willing to contribute with their hands up and 

may be hesitant to give answers in future. This may affect their sense of self (National 

Mission, 2018). The incident has positive implications for the ‘ambitious, capable learners’ 

purpose as the children were eager to offer answers (Donaldson, 2015). However, some 

children’s good behaviour was seemingly not recognised or praised. Therefore, discouraging 

children’s ambition, lowering confidence and potentially resulting in them doubting their 

capabilities.  

 

From the critical incident, two key areas were identified for research: behaviourism and 

classroom management. There are many theories of learning and in terms of the critical 

incident, behaviourism theory is evident in the teaching and learning displayed. 

Behaviourism is a psychological approach to learning and behaviourists such as Skinner 

(1957), emphasised the consideration of observable stimulus-response sequences. Learning 

is viewed as a change in behaviour through interaction with the environment (Cremin and 

Arthur, 2014). When a response leads to a consequence, the behaviour change is reinforced 

and becomes conditioned. In the incident, operant conditioning was shown. Operant 

conditioning involves the use of positive and negative reinforcement of reward and 

punishment to strengthen and weaken behaviours (Pritchard, 2014). In the incident, positive 

reinforcement was given in the form of praise and early dismissal as the reward, and a lack 

of acknowledgement and last to be dismissed was the punishment. In contrast with the 

literature, what was reinforced was that the rule stated by the teacher was not kept to; 

producing an imbalance in reinforcement of desired and undesired actions. Teacher 

approval and praise has been found as reward enough for many children. (Pritchard, 2014) 
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This may explain why some children were visibly frustrated that they were not rewarded for 

following the rules, as verbal praise may have been highly valued. 

 

Much of the current literature has emphasised that behaviourism is crucial in the 

reinforcement of behaviour expectations and classroom routines. The rule stated by the 

teacher highlighted classroom expectations in the incident, but the inconsistent distribution of 

positive reinforcement, undermines the effects of successful behaviourist principles. It has 

also been found that rewards in the form of teacher approval or praise provides enough 

positive reinforcement to continue a behaviour (Pritchard, 2014). This could explain why 

those who were praised for shouting out their answers continued to do this, as they may 

have associated shouting out answers with teacher approval. Consistent reinforcement of 

desired behaviour was not seemingly adhered to by the teacher, yet the reinforcement that 

was employed produced negative effects for the children’s learning.  

A criticism of the behaviourist argument is that it sees learning as developing solely through 

a process of positive and negative reinforcers (Pritchard, 2014). However, in response to this 

criticism, this incident shows the impact of how reinforcement can have profound effect if not 

used fairly. A further criticism of behaviourism in classroom learning is that operant 

conditioning provides an incomplete picture of children’s learning as cognitive factors are 

disregarded (McLeod, 2007). However, it must be acknowledged that behaviourism is still 

effective in developing routines and expectations if used correctly and past findings still ring 

true in classrooms (Pritchard, 2014). The incident highlights that the learning of behaviour 

routines in this way is a fundamental part of the ‘hidden curriculum’ (Meighan and Siraj-

Blatchford, 1997). 

Behaviourist principles were shown in the incident as positive reinforcement enabled further 

participation and negative reinforcement decreased participation and the engagement of 

some children. Hence, this could provide further acknowledgement for the value of 

behaviourism in shaping children’s learning by influencing consequential actions. Wheldall 

(2012) has challenged criticisms of behaviourism, in stating that the principles underpin how 

we learn new behaviours and modify existing behaviour (McLeod, 2007). From this 

hypothesis, it could be argued that behaviourism is most essential in a foundation phase 

environment where young children’s behaviour is constantly developing through teacher and 

peer reinforcement. In support of Wheldall’s (2012) assertion, effective consistent 

reinforcement has proven useful in children’s learning to modify existing behaviour (Ellis and 

Todd, 2018). 
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When investigating the effectiveness of behaviourist approaches in British schools, it has 

been shown that social reinforcement is a catalyst for good behaviour (Harrop and Critchley, 

1972). Similarly, Tsoi and Yule (1976, p.137) highlighted the effectiveness of group 

reinforcement as one child’s behaviour served as a model for group reinforcement. These 

studies highlight further application of behaviourism in the classroom and how its principles 

of conditioning can improve behaviour. In comparison to the incident, it could be concluded 

that the children who began to not sit nicely did this in response to seeing others 

misbehaving and be rewarded for this. A similar conclusion from The Steer Report (2005, 

p.21) has shown that teachers’ praise for children’s academic learning should be equally 

distributed for good behaviour. In the incident, it was not fairly or equally distributed. It could 

be argued that the praise inconsistencies produced negative effects on children’s learning 

(Thornberg, 2007, p.414). In alignment with these findings, it has been conclusively shown 

that children are more likely to repeat behaviours that are reinforced with a tangible reward 

(Ellis and Tod, 2018). In the incident, the children seemed to thrive on praise, as well as 

suffer when it was not present for their good behaviour. Therefore, if operant conditioning is 

not used correctly, reinforcement sends inconsistent messages about what behaviours are 

desirable. 

Behaviourist ideas also manifest in classroom management. Classroom management is the 

way in which teachers ‘manage students’ learning by controlling what happens in the 

classroom’ (Scrivener 2012, p.1). Classroom management has the biggest influence on 

children’s social-emotional learning (Tauber, 2007). Garrett (2014) outlines areas conducive 

to classroom management, with the following literature focusing on rules and routines, and 

relationships.  

Classroom rules highlight desirable and undesirable behaviour and serve to regulate 

classrooms (Brint et al, 2001, p.164). Duke (1978, p.403) identified that inconsistent rule 

enforcement created student discipline difficulties. Interestingly, it was argued that this was a 

consequence of how adults handle problems and not student misconduct (Duke, 1978, 

p.403) These findings correlate with the incident, as the rule-breaking was not corrected 

consistently by the teacher. In addition to this finding, Jackson (1993, p.404) found that when 

rules are stated such as ‘Raise your hand to speak’, they seem to be inconsistently 

enforced. This therefore limits the value of rules being stated. The most striking finding of 

Jackson’s (1993, p.404) study was that students who call out answers are not always 

corrected to raise their hand and some receive praise. In the incident, the teacher also 

praised the children who shouted out their answer which has implications future classroom 

conduct.  
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Rule inconsistency is a widely investigated area and when looking at the effects on children, 

it was found that inconsistency is a source of dissatisfaction in children (Thornberg, 2007, 

p.404). This may explain why children who had clearly understood the rules, were visibly 

frustrated by the teacher’s inconsistent use of praise. Also, it was found that children cannot 

always predict how teachers will react to particular behaviours (Thornberg, 2007, p.413) 

Therefore inconsistency creates a classroom culture of uncertain and hesitant children. This 

has implications for Donaldson’s (2015) four purposes. The critical incident showed the 

teacher verbalise two rules. However, as Madsen, Becker & Thomas’s (1969, p.146) study 

explicates, simply stating rules does little to influence behaviour; it is only the enforcement of 

rules in practice that allows for behaviour modifications. These findings are proven in the 

critical incident, as the stating of rules did not alter some children’s behaviour who shouted 

out and did not sit nicely. The teacher stating the rule ‘sit nicely to be dismissed first’ 

(Appendix 1) and then choosing children who were not sitting nicely, depreciates the value of 

the rule being stated in the first place. It could be concluded from the findings of these 

studies and from the incident that it is questionable why rules are stated if they are not going 

to be implemented in practice. The inconsistent implementation of rules therefore has 

implications for classroom discipline, as a lack of effective reinforcement strategies can 

create engagement issues (Duke, 1978). 

Children’s engagement in the classroom is vital to their achievement and learning. It has 

been argued that the extent to which children are engaged or disengaged emotionally in 

their learning is determined by their ‘affective reactions in the classroom’ (Fredricks, 

Blumenfeld, and Paris 2004, 63). Negative emotions of frustration, sadness and anxiety are 

affective reactions that signal disengagement (Balwant, 2018, p.395). It can be inferred from 

the children’s visible reactions to the rule inconsistencies in the incident that negative 

affective reactions were displayed and led to some children’s disengagement. This did not 

appear to be noticed or acknowledged by the teacher which has implications for children’s 

development and well-being. In support of this, studies have shown that children’s emotional 

bond with a teacher is associated with engagement in the classroom and is vital to their 

development (Hamre and Pianta, 2001, p.626) The transition from engagement to 

disengagement due to rule inconsistency in the incident could have an effect on the child’s 

relationship with the teacher as they may be reluctant to contribute in future. This hesitance 

may lead to issues of self-esteem. 

Self-esteem and motivation are two factors in determining successful outcomes (Deci, 

Sheinman & Nezlek, 1981, p.1) Passive behaviour can emerge if a child feels they are 

incapable. This behaviour may be unknown to the teacher and scholars have recently 

defined it as a ‘helpless response’ (Tam, Zhou and Harel-fisch, 2012, p.87). This can have 
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implications for children’s ability to adhere to classroom rules (Earl, Meijen & Passfield, 

2017, p.38). In accordance with these findings, some children were willing to contribute, with 

their hand-up but after a lack of acknowledgement, they became visibly reluctant to answer. 

This may be explained as a helpless response to not having their good behaviour 

acknowledged. 

Self-esteem can be enhanced by teacher encouragement. If children’s actions are given the 

feedback they deserve, it is important for their ‘relationship with self’ (Ellis and Tod, 2018). 

The incident showed that children who adhered to the rules were not given the 

encouragement they deserved. This may affect the child’s view of themselves. As well as 

this, teacher-student relationships are key in establishing a positive classroom environment. 

It has been shown that inconsistencies in rule implementation can result in negative attitudes 

from students, who say it is ‘unfair’ (Thornberg, 2007, p.411). This finding has alarming 

implications for the incident, as children’s well-being was likely affected. If rule inconsistency 

produces negative attitudes, then this inevitably affects classroom management and 

children’s learning.  

Critical incident reflection enables teachers to develop a heightened awareness and 

understanding of their own practice (Richards and Farrell, 2005). Reflective practice is a way 

to solve problems and reconstruct meaning within teaching practice (Farrell, 2013). Critical 

reflection helps teachers to consider how their values influence their practice (Gardner, 

2014). Reflective practice enables teachers to make active choices to improve their practice 

which enables progression (Farrell and Baecher, 2017). Reflection models are used to 

structure reflections and enable a development from description to critical analysis. After the 

critical incident was identified (Appendix 1), I then completed a reflection of the incident 

using the Assisted Reflective Conclusions Model (Appendix 2). For the purpose of this 

assignment, I have used Gibbs’ reflection cycle to reflect on the incident (Gibbs, 1988). 

 

Gibbs’ (1988) reflective cycle encourages systematic thinking about all the phases of a 

critical incident. Gibbs’ reflective cycle consists of 6 phases which enables a progressive 

reflection (Gibbs 1988). Reflecting on the critical incident, beginning at the first phase: 

description (Gibbs, 1988). The teacher stated two rules to the children: ‘no shouting out, 

raise your hand’ and ‘sit nicely’ (Appendix 1). However, the teacher accepted and praised 

answers from children who shouted out and dismissed those who were not sitting nicely first 

to lunch. Moving to the next phase of Gibbs’ (1988) reflective model: feelings. I was 

confused as to why the teacher had clearly stated the rules and but did not consistently 

implement these. I was intrigued as to whether there were any reasons why the teacher had 
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not consistently kept to the rule. I became aware of some children looking frustrated after not 

being rewarded for behaving according to the rules. 

 Moving to the next phase of Evaluation (Gibbs, 1988) a good point to note about the 

incident was that all the children were clearly engaged in the carpet activity, as they were 

eager to contribute answers. However, it was the way in which this was managed that was 

disappointing. The inconsistency in the implementation of rules given by the teacher had 

implications. For the children adhering to the rules, they were indirectly punished as their 

conformity and answers were not acknowledged. The implications on well-being and 

performance here may be significant. The children who were not adhering to rules were 

praised and these children would likely continue to break rules if this was associated with 

teacher approval.  

Next is the analysis phase (Gibbs, 1988). Having reflected on the incident, I felt that the 

children who become visibly frustrated and disengaged as well as those continuing to break 

rules, was a consequence of how the classroom rules were implemented. The inconsistency 

in both rules appeared to result in the non-conforming children continuing to shout out and 

not ‘sit nicely’ as they were being rewarded for this behaviour. The children who adhered to 

the rules, I believed looked frustrated and upset, due to a lack of approval from the teacher. 

Those who sat nicely began to misbehave like the others as they saw this as the behaviour 

teacher was rewarding. This has potential implications for classroom management if children 

begin to associate non-compliance with gaining approval. The penultimate stage of Gibbs’ 

(1988) model is the conclusion. Perhaps the most important reflection is of the way the rules 

were implemented. Only the children not shouting out should have had their answers 

accepted, and those sitting nicely dismissed first. If this was maintained consistently, the 

incident may have been avoided as children would have been aware that the rules were 

being kept to. 

The final phase of Gibbs’ (1988) model is the action plan, which correlates directly with the 

identification of some next teaching and learning steps moving forward. 

Moving forward, a next step would be to ensure that if rules are stated, then they are 

enforced consistently by the teacher and learners. This would ensure that reinforcement is 

given fairly and deservingly. Furthermore, I think it is important that the teacher and children 

design a rules charter together. If children have input on this, then they are perhaps more 

likely to understand them and cooperate (Glasser, 1969). Another next step I would 

implement is to have a mood box in the classroom where children can privately write their 

feelings about their classroom experiences and the teacher could reflect on these to improve 

practice. Therefore, children will feel that their views have been acknowledged. If children 
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were continuing to shout out, and others had their hands up, a final next step would be to 

model the desired behaviour on another child. This may eliminate the undesirable behaviour 

in the future, as children learn through social reinforcement (Bandura, 1977).  

 

This approach of critical incident reflection will inform my personal and professional 

development, as I will use models such as Gibbs’ (1988) reflective cycle to help 

systematically structure my reflections in my future practice. This will help me actively 

understand and improve my practice. Using Gibbs’ (1988) model has enabled me to see the 

incident from multiple angles, reflect on what may have contributed to the incident and its 

implications. This will be vital in my own professional development, as every teaching 

experience is a learning experience through reflection. In the future, I would implement the 

next steps that I have suggested.  

 

To conclude, the approach taken was firstly the observation and identification of a critical 

incident. Then through a process of evaluation and reflection with consideration of existing 

literature, this led to next teaching and learning steps being identified and the implications of 

the incident. This approach of critical incident reflection highlighted the importance of 

reflection in improving practice. The critical incident reflection approach relates directly to the 

new Professional Standards for Teaching and Leadership in Wales (Professional Standards, 

2019). Reflection is identifiable in each of the professional standards, but particularly in the 

standard of Professional Learning. The process of reflection is essential in sustaining highly 

effective practice and enhancing professional learning. The standard for professional 

learning aims to ‘take effective pedagogy deeper’ by extending knowledge and 

understanding, which this approach has shown (Professional Standards, 2019). It is to be 

demonstrated how professional learning can be informed by reflection by being malleable to 

challenge and change. The use of a critically reflective approach can support professional 

growth by actively reflecting upon own practice. The role of the reflective practitioner is to 

actively question what they do and why, to therefore learn from their own practice and 

experiences (Welsh Government, 2015). Reflective practitioners evaluate their practice to 

highlight strengths and areas for development. The approach I have taken therefore enabled 

the evaluation and reflection of a critical incident in the classroom. This approach will also 

enable my own personal and professional development, as reflection and self-evaluation 

enables professional progression. 
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