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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.



Introduction 
Within the case study a critical incident (Appendix 1) will be discussed that was recorded whilst observing classes within a primary school, the children ranged between the ages of 3-11 years. A critical incident is not a regular occurrence. This could be a child continually being late for class or making noises constantly (Joshi 2018) however, it can be described as any unanticipated and unplanned event that occurs during class, outside class or during a teachers career but is vividly remembered (Brookfiled 1990). Conversely, Tripp (1993) stated that a critical incident is one that has been interpreted into a significant event. Furthermore, Richards and Farrell (2010) further added that a critical incident occurs within a lesson and triggers insights about aspects of teaching and learning. 
[image: ]Critical incidents are essential for reflective practice. It is said that by reflecting teaching it supports the maintenance, development and extends professional expertise. The process of reflection is career-long and is seen as a spiral of capability and professional development (figure 1). Using critical incidents for reflective practice it should not only allow for personal fulfilment but to also lead to the steady increase of the quality of education provided to children  (Pollard and Black-Hawkins, 2014). In many countries there is a promotion towards the ‘The reflective teacher’ and a focus on getting the community to take ownership. Since Donaldson (2010) there has been a great emphasis on new developments for career long professional reviews. This directly links back to critical incidents that occur within the school setting. 

Figure 1- A diagram to show the Spiral of professional development (Pollard and Black-Hawkins, 2014).

Observation 
Context of school 
The school observed is based in a small village 2 miles from the Rhondda Cynon Taff. The school that is taught through English medium currently contains 152 pupils between the ages of 3-11. There are five classes of mixed ages and a full time nursery (ESTYN, 2014). On average 25.1% of pupils receive free school meals (FSM) which is in line with the local authorities average however, above the national average. Within the primary school there is an attendance percentage of 93.2 and is in the green category for support meaning only 4 visits from an advisor are needed (Welsh Government, 2019). Approximately, 8% of pupils come from an ethnic minority backgrounds nevertheless, all pupils use English as their first language (My Local School, 2018). There is a ratio of 20.6 children to teacher within KS2.  The current head teacher joined the school in September 2012, whilst the deputy head joined in January 2013. 
The average budget per child within the school is £3043 which has decreased from £3,965 in recent years. The maximum budget per child within the area in £7,033 while the minimum is £2,659. The school sits at 31 out of 110, based on budget per child. The case study is being conducted in line with (BERA, 2018) ethical guidelines for educational research. Guidelines followed are those such as consent, transparency, privacy and data storage in order to protect the school, any individuals observed and the researcher. 

Methodology  
This piece of research has been conducted in the form of a case study. A case study can be an event, episode, a group, an individual, a town or community but is considered as one entity. A case study becomes the “basis of thorough, holistic and in-depth exploration of the aspect(s) that you want to find out about” (Kumar, 2014: 155). A critical incident can be interpreted as being the same as a case study as they both focus on one scenario. This case study has a qualitative approach which uses words to describe an area of interest rather than numbers. Within qualitative data collection it allows for perspectives of those being interviewed to be analysed providing points of orientation (Bryman 2012). This form of data collection allows for theoretical elaboration and research concepts to emerge. Although qualitative research is carried out with the aim of genuinely understanding the world from the perspective of those being investigated there are two methods that can be used, participant and non-participant observation. Non- Participant observation is a term used to describe a situation in which an observer observes but does not engage in any events within the social setting (Bryman, 2012). This was used within this study in order to not influence the behaviour and actions of the children within the classroom. The observation completed was also unstructured. The researcher entered the setting without any question prompts and recorded what they seen in front of them. However, the information was collated into field note forms (Appendix 1,3,5,7) at a later date in order to organise and analyse the results. This form of observation links directly to the Hawthorn effect. The Hawthorn effect occurs when a group of people or an individual’s behaviour changes merely because they believe that someone (usually a researcher or someone with authority) is captivated by them (Shaughnessy, Zechmeister and Zechmeister, 2003). The original Hawthorne experiment is based on the recording of the total output of telephone relays raising when rest breaks were introduced as well as earlier finish times. These individuals were aware of the experiment and that there was continuous observation taking place and as a result output of the relays continued to increase. However, when the pre-observation working environment returned the workers produced the highest output on record purely because they were being observed (Brown 1954). Some advantages of conducting a case study could be the in-depth investigation which allows more detail to be recorded, it shows real life situations allowing for abstract ideas to be implemented and demonstrate the reality of the situation. It also allows for peers to easily understand the event or discussed incident.  Although, there are also disadvantages of using a case study method. Some of these disadvantages are related to ‘what is a case?’, it is difficult to generalise findings without making assumptions, it is also difficult to cross check your results as every situation is different. A major consideration is that there is a chance the study could be adjusted or false due to bias of the observer.

The Four Purposes 
As part of the education reform in Wales (Donaldson, 2015) proposed new aspects to be part of the curriculum set to hit schools in 2022. These aspects were initially presented within the successful futures document after consultation with stakeholders, teachers and school leaders. This document outlines the 3 cross curricular responsibilities, 12 pedagogy, 6 areas of learning experience and 4 purposes that were created from gathering information and ideas from the above people. The four purposes are qualities that (Donaldson 2015) believes all children should work towards in order to shape them for life outside of education. These four purposes are ambitious and capable  learners, enterprising, creative contributors, ethically informed citizens and healthy, confident individuals (Donaldson, 2015). As this will play a large part in children’s education in the following years it is of high importance that we can link critical incidents to the four purposes and gage where children sit currently within these purposes. 
The critical incident (appendix 5) took place in a mixed year one and two classroom and involved children between the ages of 5-7. The incident occurred when the teacher gathered all the children to the carpet in the classroom (figure 2) to conduct a mental mathematics quiz. The quiz involved addition and subtraction of numbers up to 30 with a specific focus on the children using number bonds to 10. There was a scoring system put in place and they were put into the boys and girls team. The teacher began to ask questions and one boy in year two was the first to out his hand up for every question while his peers struggled with some questions. The teacher allowed him to answer one or two questions in which he gained a point for however, it was not fair to continue to let him answer all the questions. The teacher then told the boy that he was to whisper his answer to another teacher while the other children in the class had the opportunity to answer. As a result the boy still earned a point for his team but the other children where gaining points as well. The follow on lesson included the child applying his knowledge to solve addition problems [image: ]with marbles.
 










Figure 2- A picture showing the carpeted area in the classroom where the children gathered to during the mathematics lesson.

The critical incident links to two of the four purposes, ambitious and capable learners and healthy confident individuals. Within the purpose of ambitious and capable learners the child demonstrated that he had set high standards and enjoyed the challenge he had been provided with as some harder questions were given to him throughout the task. He also used his body of knowledge and skills in different contexts with the follow on activity using marbles and what mathematical concepts he could use to find the total amount of marbles. As a result of this the child was able to explain to his peers how he had worked out the answer quickly and effectively. The proposed 2022 curriculum has a focus towards the rates of children’s development and how it can vary greatly and in different aspects of life. In this critical incident the child has developed his mathematical skills quicker than other children but doesn’t mean to say that the other children have developed further in the other three purposes.
Within the purpose of health, confident individuals the child falls into the category of facing and overcoming challenge as he originally faced the challenge of mental mathematic questions and proceeded to overcome the challenge of the harder questions asked. It could be argued that the child has the skills and knowledge to manage everyday life as independently as he can as the level of addition and subtraction could be linked to money and other real life aspects that he would more than likely be able to adapt to and overcome. However, it should be taken into consideration that the above aspects cannot be focused on entirely due to the critical incident only providing a snapshot of the child’s overall ability (Alphonso, 2007).

Literature Review 
Lying beneath any event or critical incident there are principles and practices that are set out by beliefs, values and theories. Within the critical incident discussed above it could be suggested that the child was more able and talented (MAT). It is imperative that teachers understand what they say, signposts to pupils what is valued. If the feedback and comments provided to these children are mostly about presentation and quantity of work completed, rather than the quality or learning intention, these aspects will be deemed as most important. Crucially, if the highest attainment (test results/ success on paper) within the class is valued more than the greatest achievement (personal development or personal fulfilment) by a learner, as well as if ‘correct answers’ seem to be more important than ‘having a go’, then the majority of the cohort will feel like success isn’t an option (Pollard and Black-Hawkins, 2014). This can then lead to the remainder of the cohort disengaging. The language that teachers use exposes their perceptions of ‘ability’ and learning potential. This helps shape the individuals learning disposition and mindsets (Dweck, 2006).  
There are two types of mindset, fixed and growth. However, whichever mindset is possessed by the individuals can have repercussions for both pupil and teachers. A fixed mindset follows characteristic of static intelligence, ‘not looking clever’, avoids challenge, gives up quickly, doesn’t apply effort into anything and ignores useful comments and criticism. In contrast, a child with a growth mindset has expandable intelligence, wants to continuously learn, enjoys challenge, shows resilience when faced with setbacks, shows considerable amounts of effort and takes criticism on board (Pollard and Filer, 1999) (Figure 3). Children with fixed mindsets will often agree with the following statement: “In school my main goal is to do things as easily as possible so I don’t have to work very hard” (Dweck, 2012, p. 58). Children with fixed mindsets look for independence away from adults. However, for students with a growth mindset it does not make sense to them to stop trying. They appreciate time with adults as an opportunity to learn new subjects or interests and discover what they want to achieve in the future. As part of a study by (Dweck, 2012), they entered schools and taught the concept of growth mindset. Doing this was revolutionary. A child that had the most fixed-turned off-low effort mindsets of all the class looked up with tears in his eyes and exclaimed, “you mean I don’t have to be dumb?” (Dweck 2012, p. 59). This was a turning point for this child and his mindset changed and he began to put copious amounts of effort into his homework and assignments. Didau, Bjork and William (2016) also believed that mindsets can be shifted by adjusting the way intelligence is spoken about and how praise is given. It is also stated that the education system could be in danger if mindsets become a meta-belief that wraps and distorts all teaching and learning. If children are told they have a fixed or growth mindset they will begin to use that as an excuse rather than what the issue stems from (Dennett, 1993). When a child is asked why they perform the way they do a response is often, ‘I was born clever’ or ‘because my mam/dad is clever’.  If you ask how they assess their own intelligence answers are along the lines of ‘people tell me I’m clever’ and because ‘my test results tell me I’m clever’.  These children often think that they will be ‘clever forever’ and will ‘avoid failure at all costs’ (Smith, 2005).
A child having a growth mindset links directly to the one of the four purposes, ambitious and capable leaners (Donaldson, 2012), where the child enjoyed challenge, wanted to learn more and showed copious amounts of effort towards the marble follow on task. 
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Figure 3- A diagram showing  the characteristics of growth and fixed mindsets (Flom, 2012).

Often the environments surrounding a child can have influence on how that child develops. Bronfenbrenner (1979) introduced a theory of ecological systems (figure 4), recently renamed the bioecological systems theory. There are also theories which encompass the same  principles such as the onion model (Ferguson et al, 1993) and the web model (White, 2007). The theory takes into consideration four different environments, the microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem and macrosystem. The microsystem is the environment closest to the child and includes structures that make direct contact (Berk, 2000). Within the microsystem Paquette and Ryan (2001) suggest that there are two levels of relations, a child’s parents having an influence on behaviours and beliefs. However, bi-directional influence suggests that the child can also have an influence on the parents behaviours and beliefs. Although bi-directional influence in found in all the bioecological systems, it is strongest within the microsystem. 
The mesosystem includes links between two or more settings that specifically develop the individual such as home and school  and has links between the microsystem (Saarinen et.al. 1994, 89). A factor taken into consideration is socialisation. Different systems could have opposing directions or support each other, expectations and behaviours may differ from home to those at school creating clashing pressures. 
The exosystem also shows linkage between two or more settings with one that does not contain the developing person. In a child’s case this will be the relation between home and the parents workplace (Bronfenbrenner, 1989). This is essential as the parents work place hours and nature of work can influence the dynamic of the child’s home environment when they return from work. Not only this, the parents work hours can change the child’s school arrangements which introduces different conditions with that child’s life (Berk, 2000). 
The macrosystem encompasses an over reaching approach of the micro-, meso- and exosystems however, with further characteristics of culture, subculture and the broader social context. These can all be influenced by surrounding belief systems, hazards, life styles, opportunities and life course options (Bronfenbrenner, 1989). Berk (2000) wrote that the macrosystem is the outmost layer for the child and had no distinct structure but holds cultural views, traditions and law.  Although the onion model (Ferguson et al, 1993) and the web model (White, 2007) follows the principles of Bronfenbrenner (1989) ecological systems they move away from the systems being represented as circles. They argue that using circles to represent the systems limits contextual influences however, the web approach allows for more dynamic context between aspects such as community, politics and organisational influences. Researchers such as Krueger (2000, 2005), Radmilovic (2005) and VanderVen (2006)  have indicated in their research that a comprehensive ecological approach that influences all environmental systems is required to underpin child development and affect their lives. 
If the above systems did not surround the child observed within the critical incident his development may be stunted, which it seems to have not, his development is blossoming not only within mathematics but with his behaviours towards school. If within that child’s microsystem his parents beliefs towards school and being intelligent were negative, the child would most likely encompass these thoughts as well. He would also not participate in any challenge and his intelligence would be static which is an example of fixed mindset. 
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Figure 4- A diagram showing Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological systems (Härkönen, 2007).

Leavers (2005) designed an approach after many experiments within different educational settings took place that gaged a child’s strengths and weaknesses and found that there were two indicators of quality approach, Well-being and involvement. Well-being refers to an individual being spontaneous, free of emotional tensions and feeling at ease which is essential for sound mental health. Well-being is important as It indicates how well an individual is doing emotionally or how comfortable one is feeling with themselves. A low level of wellbeing in a child signals that the child does not succeed in fulfilling their needs. Involvement is characterised by an individual being intensely engaged in activities and is considered necessary for development and deep level learning.  Involvement in children is essential as we can assess their capabilities and developments which actively results in deeper level of learning and becoming competent. If involvement isn’t seen there are risks that the child’s development will suffer. This is why it is essential as teachers that we can create environments for children that allows them to engage in a wide variety of activities. A study by (Comber et al, 1998) found that there was a lack of criteria to assess quality of outcomes for children however, what was consistent that contributed to quality provision in early childhood programs was the staff to child ratios, facility conditions, staff training and development, engagement with families, pedagogical framework, quality of the teacher and positive harmonious peer interactions.  A recent study by Putney High School (2019) found that classrooms had been designed to be calm, relaxed and focused. It was also observed that the presence of plants in the classroom during a mathematics lesson added to the calm environment while children who looked after the plants stated the room as being “so relaxing now” (Putney High School, 2019, p. 10). Although, there is a deep process within the child for well-being and involvement to be at accepted levels (Figure 5). In one of Leavers (2005) cases he observed two different groups of children, group A and B. The children in group A showed that they were not feeling ok and as a result of boredom it was conclusive that their level of involvement was worrying. However, in group B the children were relaxed and continuously involved themselves in different activities. A conclusion was made that this was not a coincidence and that it was the result of the way the supervisors organised the work and how they interacted with the children and simply how well-being and involvement have direct correlation. The data that can be gathered can be a direct indication for the quality of early childhood development (ECD) (Declercq, 2011).
There are 5 levels of well-being and involvement from extremely low to extremely high. Within a classroom situation the levels of a child well-being and involvement should be recoded and then assessed as to what the underlying issue could be. Things to be taken into consideration are: the environment, the child’s background, exceptional circumstances, group climate such as seating arrangements and structure of the day. With all these considerations a plan should be made as to what can be implemented now to help and what the next steps should be (Leavers, 2005). 
Within the critical incident the child showed both extremely high levels of both well-being and involvement. The child was happy, cheerful and relaxed while he showed complete focus on task and was highly motivated. The Leuven scale links back to Donaldson’s (2012) four purposes as his involvement showed he was an ambitious capable learner while his wellbeing showed he was a healthy and confident individual. 
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Figure 5- A diagram showing the process that occurs within a child that decides the levels of  wellbeing and involvement (Laevers and Declercq, 2011).

Reflection and evaluation 
The critical incident that I observed was based on a MAT child within a mathematics lesson.  I believe that this incident caught my eye due to its positive nature along with the appraise that the child was given. I believe that this would be the approach I would take as a teacher but also what I would have wanted as a more able child. As a child I was told I was MAT and this drove me further and played a key role in how I have excelled academically. Children who are MAT seem to be appraised constantly whereas children who display challenging behaviour in the class may be labelled as that “just being who they are” however, could this be occurring to gain the teachers attention like the MAT child. There are different reflective models that could be used to reflect upon the four critical incidents such as Gibbs (1988) reflective cycle however, an assisted reflective conclusions model (ARC) was used (Appendix 2,4,6,8). The model allowed for me to reflect upon how the incident made me feel, what I remembered and understood, allowed me evaluate and analyse the situation along with coming to conclusions and my future steps. The incident (Appendix 5,6) inspired me due to how the teacher handled the situation. This created a passion within me to allowing the MAT child to excel however, allowing the remainder of the children to participate and enjoy the task. There were  aspects of the incident that were positive such as the scoring system. This created a competitive atmosphere to get the questions correct. Another positive was the continuous involvement of the MAT child along with all other students staying engaged. The teacher also took time to explain to the children that they will all be able to do maths in their heads with practice like the MAT child and that they won’t need to use their fingers. The only disappointing element within the lesson was that the children didn’t understand the concept of only putting their hand up to answer a question if they could say the answer immediately. After evaluating the lesson I would continue to use the same method of involvement for the MAT child and adopt this within other lessons. The cause of the disappointing element may be due to the excitement of wanting to score points and not wanting to ‘lose’ against their peers. This continued to occur as there was no consequence for not providing an answer immediately. My solution to rectify the disappointing element would be to deduct points if the children couldn’t provide an answer within five seconds. My steps moving forward are to ensure I know who all the MAT children are within the class for my professional teaching experience so I can use this method along with ensuring that the work I set out is challenging enough and allows them to engage. 
It is important to reflect upon incidents within the classroom as MacNaughton (2003) discovered that staff who engage in reflective practice create settings with the best outcomes for early childhood development. A study conducted across 20 countries found that long term outcomes of children are achievable when early learning experiences are of a high quality (OECD, 2006) which is achieved by in-depth reflective practice. Other research has concluded that children made better overall progress when professionals were aware of their individual learning styles, teachers had a good understanding of pedagogical principles and had a strong commitment to reflective practice (Siraj-Blatchford et al, 2008) . 

Conclusion 

In conclusion I was happy with my approach of observing the critical incident of being a non-participant observer however, in future I would like to observe from a distance that would not induce the Hawthorne effect where children change how they act or behave due to being observed (Brown 1954). In future observations I would like to focus on an incident that may be seen as a negative situation and explore the literature behind why the incident may have occurred, as well as using other observational methods such as running records, sociograms and time samples. I found it difficult to find opposing views towards growth/fixed mindsets, the bioecological system and the Leuven scale. The majority of the literature supports the theories rather than suggesting alternative views. 
The professional standards in Wales intends to enable practitioners to reflect upon their practice both individually and collectively, against nationally agreed standards of effect practice to celebrate success (Hwb, 2019). It is essential that I use the professional teaching standards throughout  my teaching career and apply evidence of this to my professional learning passport (PLP). I will use the standards to support rounded development and deep reflection, to encourage individuals from different experiences to explore the same standards  together especially with the education reform in 2022 (Donaldson, 2015) and to create conversations of teaching and leadership practice (Welsh Government, 2019). As part of my teaching role and meeting professional teaching standards I am interested in locating alternative theories towards how children become MAT and what can be done to help children reach higher levels of learning. 
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