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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.

In order to evaluate a critical incident, you must have observed an incident. It will
become a critical incident from your interpretation of an event. (Tripp, 1993) You can then
compare it to similar or different topics to investigate how this has and will affect your future
practices. To prepare for this evaluation | experienced four opportunities where | observed a
full lesson. From there | was able to find a critical incident. | will be focusing this evaluation of
the mind-set of an individual and how this will shape my understanding of mind-sets in the
classroom in my future experiences. This individual's mind-set varied across different areas
of the curriculum and | wanted a more in-depth knowledge as to why so that if | was to
encounter a lesson with a fixed mind-set individual, | would hopefully have a better
understand to it and be able to approach it in a confident and supportive manner. Analysing
an incident can help change or support your teaching practice. You can also misinterpret an
incident (Tripp, 1993). Once you start to break down the incident and try to understand the
whys and hows, you may understand the incident in a critical sense and then can act upon it
in an appropriate manner.

For the purpose of this evaluation, both the school and mentioned individual will be
referred to as School X and Pupil X. “Researchers should recognise the entitlement of both
institutions and individual participants to privacy, and should accord them their rights to
confidentiality and anonymity.” (BERA, 2018. P.21).

School X is a green school (My Local School, 2018) with a very recent Estyn
inspection where they received an excellent result in all areas (Estyn, 2019). School X has a
very low percentage of free school meals, which could be affected with the fact that the
location of School X is in an affluent area. According to the Estyn report, the percentage for
special needs is lower than the average in Wales and significantly lower than the national
average. There is a positive attitude across the school from pupils showing they are keen to
learn and want to succeed. They are also very polite and respectful to staff and fellow peers
(Estyn, 2019). | observed year eight throughout my experience. In School X, year eight are
placed in mixed ability classes across the curriculum with the exception of mathematics and

Welsh. | was fortunate to observe a variety of learning areas including mathematics, science
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and art. These are the lessons that | withessed my critical incident with Pupil X. | was
informed that Pupil X was new to this class, which could affect the confidence and the
attitude of the individual. This did not show throughout any of my observations.

Before conducting any observations, several observation methods were considered.
Sociograms are a popular option but once in the classroom | realised this method would not
be beneficial to myself. If | were to focus my research on questioning then sociograms and
charts would have been considered. | undertook my observation from note taking and once
the critical incident occurred | continued my focus on the target child.

According to Cambridge dictionary a case study is a detailed examination taken over
a period of time (Cambridge, 2019). Many are unsure whether there is actually a difference
between a case study and a critical incident. | agree there are similarities but there are very
significant differences that prove that they are not identical. Where Cambridge dictionary
refers to a case study being over a period of time, a critical incident could be something that
happens instantly in a matter of seconds. | believe that a critical incident could develop into a
case study if the time was available to you to look further into the incident and where you
could conduct a more in-depth and detailed investigation. With the critical incident you are
considering the possibilities as to why it has happened and where you could be affected but
with a case study you would be able to observe and find the definitive answer why. However,
with any analysis you are conducting you always face the risk of being biased. You could be
directing your case and incidents to a topic or reason you hope to conclude with, this is not
limited to just a case study or critical incident. If you are aware of a certain situation that
could occur, you may only focus your attention on that particular situation and dismiss any
thing else that surrounds it, meaning your analysis may not be completely accurate and
show a bias (Kumar, 2014). Cohen, 2011 claims that a case study also occurs over a period
of time- agreeing with Cambridge dictionary. Within a case study you are able to build more
intimate and informal relationships where a critical incident could just be a one-time event.
The observer will normally be attracted to an incident on a topic that interests them, as they
will need to research and look into why this incident occurred. A critical incident does not
need to be a routine incident and can be from an unusual event and it is still beneficial to
delve into why this has happened at this time. You could also be looking into why it
happened at that time and not before. You may not notice some incidents if regular
observations take place as you may just be looking for regular events (Cohen, 2011). Any
incident can be suitable for research and breaking apart, as it is your analysis that makes it a
critical incident.

During my observations | noticed a specific individual (Pupil X) vary in lessons. The
first lesson | observed was Pupil X’s art class where they showed a very withdrawn

approach which grabbed my attention but when | saw them in science later that day, this
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was when | was drawn to their approach and how it varied between different lessons. Pupil X
is set into a higher set for mathematics and shows much potential and willing in the subject.
They are very willing to participate in class activities and showed a lot of confidence in their
work and responses to questions and tasks. This was a very similar approach in science,
where the individual worked through the tasks quickly with ease and then went to help peers
who were less able. The reason | chose Pupil X was the contrast of mind-set and approach
to tasks in their art lesson. Pupil X appeared to be very withdrawn and lacking confidence,
almost avoiding doing the task and looking for distractions. While not being a hindrance to
the class or teacher, Pupil X stated that they felt they were ‘no good’ at the subject, which
was a complete different character to the individual that | saw in the other learning areas the
same day.

As the new curriculum is approaching Wales, schools should be actively
implementing elements of Donaldson’s practices and ensures that pupils are working
towards the four principles. | feel the working with a growth mind-set works with elements of
three out of four of the purposes. Pupil X’'s approach to mathematics and science shows that
they are working to becoming an ambitious and capable learner. Pupil X enjoyed the
challenge of tasks and was happy to ask questions to peers and the teacher regarding the
work. They appeared to be enjoying the work and happy and confident enough to explain
the work to peers needing help. The task was very data based and this showed that they
were able to effectively interpret the data independently. There are also slight brush upon
becoming an enterprising and creative contributor and Pupil X was grasping every
opportunity to succeed in the tasks in mathematics and science and then able to solve
problems confidently and with little error. You could also argue the fact that Pupil X was
happy and enthusiastic to face and overcome challenges with the tasks and classwork, they
could slightly be working on becoming a healthy and confident individual (Donaldson, 2015).
| feel all these purposes have areas where the slightly overlap and this is possibly why | was
able to take sections from so many, but the main purpose playing a part in Pupil X’s
education currently | believe is that they are working towards becoming an ambitious and
capable learner.

This area will look at how a person’s mind-set can affect their effort and motivation to
a certain task and also the reliability of this statement. It has been said that mind-set is
divided between a fixed mind-set and a growth mind-set. (Dweck, 2012) It would be
preferred to have a growth mind-set approach to all tasks as you would be willing to accept a
challenge and happy to stretch your previous knowledge. A growth mind-set is an open-
minded approach and there is an understanding that there is no limit to your success and
there should not be a deadline to your achievements. Your mind-set can be dependant on

the area of the situation and support provided. This can also work in the opposite effect, that
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your support system may change their attitude once you have changed your mind-set
(Dweck, 2012). People may be more willing to support and guide someone willing to achieve
and wanting to progress where they may feel there is not much point in supporting someone
who is not supporting themselves. Fixed mind-sets are not discussed as often as they are
the less desirable approach to take. There are the people who want instant success and feel
that any failure is looked at as rejection. This would encourage them to lose interest, as they
may not feel sufficient enough to continue with the activity. A fixed mind-set does not
understand how someone could have a desire to challenge him or herself. It also can come
across that if they do not put their full effort into something then they would not feel
completely rejected if they did not succeed (Dweck, 2012). A fixed mind-set person is happy
to look for an excuse rather than make a new target or goal for them to work to where they
would want to be. On the other hand, Dweck argues that a growth mind-set individual
understands that effort must be put into a task for you to be able to succeed (Dweck, 2012).
This has been criticised by several organisations and people but on different elements. It has
been said that effort alone is not enough to succeed and motivation plays a big part in
success (Ng, 2018). It is agreed that effort plays an important role and your desire to
embrace a challenge is needed but in order to succeed you need motivation in the equation.
It is believed that growth mind-set does focus on effort and then the learning step to your
success, but you need intrinsic motivation to cooperate with your mind-set to grow your
academic performance. To be intrinsically motivated, you are happy to learn and find the
task itself a reward and you look no further for rewards. So to put that together with a growth
mind-set — where you are happy to learn from your mistakes and are resilient enough to
accept errors, you would be looking to learn new things and happy to work on them if
needed (Ng, 2018). Ng also mentions that a teacher’'s mind-set is something to consider and
that a teacher should work towards having a growth mind-set (Ng, 2018). This could be
argued that a fixed mind-set may not be able to be changed that simple but it may be
enough to encourage some individuals to be more open minded. Research has been
conducted on whether a growth mind-set can be taught but has not had the most successful
outcome. Dweck has stated that a mind-set can be changed (Dweck, 2012) but Hendwick,
2019 claims it is based more on what the individual is learning. Experiments shown that
even being taught by someone with a growth mind-set you do not always get a growth mind-
set outcome. It has also been criticised that growth mind-set intervention or teaching does
not alter academic achievements (Michigan State University, 2018). It all depends on the
topics that the individual feels comfortable with. If you feel comfortable with the topic then the
person is more likely to take a growth mind-set approach to it (Hendwick, 2019). For
example, if you are shy and don’t enjoy public speaking or being in front of crowds, you will

not be aiming for the main part of your school musical. This is just who you are and that is
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not something that would change on how you are taught the subject in school. Hendwick’s
research claims there is no correlation between mind-set and grades, which would dismiss
Dweck’s claims that you can change a mind-set, but you cannot dismiss such a large claim
on one person’s research. There could be lack of correlation due to the people
misunderstanding or misinterpreting Dweck’s theories and not fully understanding what a
growth mind-set is and how to teach it. Young, 2017 also suggests that experiments may not
have been conducted correctly to work with Dweck’s theories but then also argues how
performance can only be affected by the amount of effort put into something (Young, 2017).
Mind-set may not be the only element to vary an individual’s effort or capability. It has
been widely known that there is a difference in academic performance between boys and
girls. Girls are more likely to thrive in a creative subject compared to boys as they are more
open to expressing opinions and boys are slightly more methodical (Martino, 1999). This
statement would suggest that you would predict girls to be more successful at subjects such
as art, drama and possible English. You would then think boys would shine more in subjects
such as mathematics and science. Ofsted released a report from their findings and
explained that boys work better with a more structured lesson with shorter ‘hands on’ tasks
which work well with how a factual subject would be prepared (Ofsted, 2003). Both reports
seem to work together and agree with boys preferring factual structured subjects where girls
are happier to be creative. Subjects such as art allow the learners to be free and open
minded with their work which has been proven that girls naturally perform better with this
format of work (Ofsted, 2003). This is not limited as a rule for everyone but it works for the
majority. This would agree with my critical incident completely if they did not optionally take
part in a creative extra curricular activity in school time. Many would agree with the gender
divides reason on interest/success depends on the situation. However, the gender debate
does not consider mind-set as an element for success. Dweck also emphasises the
importance of praise and how it is given to an individual. If you were to praise someone on
their speed or purely on their result this may affect their mind-set as you are not showing
appreciation for the effort put into the task (Dweck, 2012). Someone may have had full
marks in a test and completed the test quicker than everyone else, but could have spent
several days and evenings revising and preparing for the test. If they were to only be praised
on their speed they may take that negatively and turn towards a fixed mind-set approach
and work less on the next test after only having a reaction on the speed and result rather
than the amount of work they completed to get their result. Sometimes praise is praise, and
that is enough for the individual but working in a profession such as teaching, you would
need to consider not everyone receives praise the same way. Even though Dweck argues
that effort is the key to a growth mind-set, with her stating the emphasis on praise, it could

be believed that she almost contradicts herself here (Dweck, 2012). Dweck saying praise
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affects mind-set is a completely different theory to just effort playing a part. There seems to
be no consistency to growth mind-set leading to academic achievement (Reynolds,
Unknown). If you were only to look at the end achievement, you would also need to consider
the individuals that already had the knowledge for the topic but could still have a fixed mind-
set. There does not seem to be a mention of those already able to achieve success without
effort, these individuals would affect the results of mind-set and would not work with the
theory of effort and growth mind-set working with success. Overall, some people may thrive
off intervention and their mind-set can easily be changed but other may not react to it at all
and cannot be changed by an intervention. This only agrees with some results that support
Dweck’s theory (Reynolds, Unknown).

After analysing my critical incident, | have realised it was the dramatic change in
attitude that fascinated me and made me want to look further into why. | would like to think it
is as straight forward as agreeing with all the theories but Pupil X’s case does not fit perfectly
into a single theory. | feel Dweck explains the difference between growth and fixed mind-set
in a very thorough and relatable manner where you can respect and compare it to many
events. | feel that Pupil X has shown sides of a growth mind-set in the mathematics and
science classes but completely being a fixed mind-set in art. This would work well with the
theory of boys preferring and working better in non-creative subjects but Pupil X happily
takes part in extra curricular activities in a creative subject which dismisses this pupil
individually to this theory. | feel Dweck’s theories are very promising but unfortunately the
experiments criticise it heavily without proving the experiments were conducted correctly and
accurately to Dwecks theory. | feel Dweck’s theory on mind-set is very relatable but it could
be much more reliant on the situation the individual is faced with, and success is not always
limited to the mind-set or amount of effort put into a task. There will always be discrepancies
to experiments and theories and | feel my critical incident may have just been one of them. |
would have liked to see other aspects of success considered which may have affected the
criticising experiments as some people may have a fixed mind-set approach but already be
very successful. For example, you may be a very successful in art and have achieved
excellent results without having to put a lot of effort in. You may just be a naturally talented
artist, but you could also be unwilling to grow on this and this could be enough for the level
you had been accessed on. These could have been reasons why experiments did not agree
fully with Dweck and | feel they play a very important part.

While observing the art lesson of Pupil X | did worry that maybe the pupil did need
more support but once | had a conversation with the teacher they explained that Pupil X did
not like to initially be approached for help. Pupil X is not welcoming to the teacher offering
suggestions and help instantly or very early into the task and will shy away if this approach is

taken. The teacher explained that after a few minutes of the pupil trying themselves to
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complete the task they will then ask for help from the teacher which then they know it is safe
to approach Pupil X to help for the rest of the task. Without speaking to the teacher | would
have never considered this approach or reasoning as to why their help was delayed when
Pupil X clearly was not confident in their work. | could also see the difference in Pupil X
when asking for help. | feel this is a very important approach to consider and will plan on
using this in future practices when suitable (See appendix 5). | did not understand the
importance of how approaching a pupil to help them may have been a sensitive matter and
could almost have a reverse effect on the individual and their confidence. With this in mind, |
hope to be able to approach pupils in a respectful manner without having them shut down on
me. | would like to ensure that | will be an approachable teacher to them and they have the
confidence to come to me or confront me when needed (as what happened to the teacher in
appendix 2/6). | feel without the reflection models | would have not had time to think about
the importance of the teachers role in that art lesson and could have possible dismissed the
amount of consideration the teacher was displaying in her lessons. The reflection sheets
allowed me to break down each incident into parts. Then | was able to ask why these things
occurred and what could have been done to either avoid or continue the incident.

Throughout this experience | did not realise how much | would expand my knowledge
of what could be included in pedagogy. The observations led to alert a critical incident, which
in time could be developed into a case study. In order for this to happen | would need to
observe Pupil X for a longer period of time to see if there is any progress in their mind-set. It
has been interesting to compare different arguments for the theories of mind-set and how
they can actually play a role in academic achievement although if this was to be researched
further with more experiments —and also ensuring they are accurate to the theories, | believe
we could possibly see a different result and maybe there would be less criticisms. Observing
different teachers and education professions taught me that you do not learn all your
teaching practices in a lecture hall or from your own experiences. You can learn so much
from your fellow professionals and there is always room to grow and widen your knowledge
and understanding. Without having that conversation with the art teacher, | would have been
oblivious to the techniques they were using and would not have reflected on why they take
this approach and | now plan to challenge myself in considering this approach in my future
teaching practices. It is very likely that without collaborating with your peers and continuous
progression on your professional learning you will not be the most influential teacher and
would not be using your skills and knowledge to their best capability (Welsh Government,
2017).
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