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Abstract 
Critical incident theory has proved useful as a tool for encouraging teachers to reflect on 
every stage of their teaching practice and to elicit, through identification of personal 
hidden agendas and preconceptions, and through ‘aha’ moments of recognition of 
significant events, various ways of improving their teaching and the learning 
environment that they offer to their students. This paper adapts these ideas to the 
perspective of language learners in order to promote awareness and development 
through conscious reflection. Recognizing that language learning is a complex, dynamic 
process, with numerous interacting and often unpredictable factors, the research sought 
to incorporate principles from complexity theory, according to which, apparently 
insignificant events can assume disproportionate importance in the learning process 
over time. Based on the hypothesis that early identification and reflection of such 
concepts would have the potential to empower the students in their learning paths, this 
study invited university students to reflect on their learning over the period of a 
semester and to identify events and ideas which they considered significant with 
hindsight. These perceptions are categorized and analyzed, along with conclusions and 
recommendations for further research. (185 words) 

 
I. Introduction 
 

In the drama of existence we are ourselves both players and spectators. (Heisenberg, 
1958, p. 57) 

 
Washback and reflection are terms which are increasingly used in second language learning 

literature, both referring to processes which promote formative review of learning content and 
instruction, in order to make these more effective for teachers and learners. Another recent trend in 
foreign language teaching theory has been the shift of emphasis to the language learner, rather than 
the teacher, with a resulting focus on student autonomy, learning strategies and responsibility for 
learning. This paper combines these approaches in an attempt to provide a rationale for the 
examination of critical incidents in terms of complexity theory (Waldrop, 1994). In doing so, it aims 
to take a student-centered view of the learning process and the learning environment, by viewing 
critical events and ideas from the learner’s perspective, identifying the types of incidents that 
students find critical, and examining how these might positively influence their awareness and 
learning development. 

Critical incident theory has been effectively employed by teachers and teacher-trainers as a 
means of improving teaching through reflection on classroom events (Farrell, 2008; Thiel, 1999; 
Tripp, 1993), and the identification and examination of such critical incidents has become part of 
reflective practice, a common component of many language teacher education programs, helping 
trainee teachers “to think about what happened, why it happened, and what else could have been 
done to reach their goals” (Cruickshank & Applegate, 1981, p. 553). The term ‘incidents’ has been 
replaced in this paper by the more inclusive ‘events’, a term which implies “a noteworthy 
happening” (Merriam-Webster online dictionary, 2009) and more self-sufficient and valid in its 
own right. 



A ‘critical event’ is not only an occurrence that has significant potential for influencing major 
change, but it is also perceived as such (i.e. is seen as a personal ‘truth’) by the observer/participant. 
Such perceptions are important in language learning, since “learners hold their beliefs to be true and 
these beliefs then guide how they interpret their experiences and how they behave” (Griffiths, 2008, 
p. 121; cf. Farrell, 2009, p. 221). Critical events, by definition, cannot be objectively identified, 
measured, or even predicted, but are instead largely subjective and dependant on the awareness and 
willingness-to-observe of the observer. 

 
Critical incidents are produced by the way we look at a situation: a critical incident is an 
interpretation of the significance of an event. (Tripp, 1993, p. 8) 

When we place the responsibility (and opportunity) for this subjective viewing of classroom 
events and other learning events with the learner (rather than the teacher), the identification of and 
reflection on the significance of seemingly minor occurrences (ones which nevertheless have a 
profound impact) provide an additional dimension to the practice of reflection that is recommended 
in current ELT literature (Farrell, 2004, 2007, 2009), a focus that Tripp refers to as “the original 
historical sense of the term, because it could mark an important change or turning point in this 
learner’s biography” (Tripp, 1993, p. 9). The label ‘critical events’ includes important moments or 
realization that might occur outside the classroom, either as delayed reactions to lesson content, or 
as individual flashes of awareness that arrive in unexpected situations and locations, as a 
consequence of, or triggered by the learning process. Koestler (1967) places such moments in a 
“HAHA, AHA, AH” creative trilogy, “Gestalt psychologists have coined a word for that moment of 
truth, the flash of illumination, when bits of the puzzle suddenly click into place – they call it the 
AHA experience” (Koestler, 1967, p. 185). 
 
II. Critical incident theory 
 

The literature on the use of critical events in English Language Teaching (ELT) to date has 
mostly focused on the teacher’s perspective. Thus Farrell (2008) states that, “A critical incident is 
any unplanned event that occurs during class. It has been suggested that if trainee teachers formally 

reflect on these critical incidents, it may be possible for them to uncover new understandings of the 
teaching and learning process.” (2008, p. 3). Tripp (1993) takes a more “interpretative” approach. 
Acknowledging that “normal, everyday events” (Tripp, 1993, p. 40) can be made critical, he 
emphasizes that they are not intrinsically so, “the point is that incidents only become critical 
because someone sees them as such” (Tripp, 1993, p. 27).  

It is this view of criticality that is taken in this paper, though it is approached from the point of 
view of the language learner, a shift of emphasis that not only mirrors the recent ‘student-centered’ 
trend in ELT, but also takes into account the political implications of such an approach, as reflected 
in Warf’s postmodernist definition of criticality.  

 
Criticality – the linkages between knowledge and power, the acknowledgment that every 
explanation is simultaneously a legitimation of vested interest. (Wharf, 1993, p. 166, cited in 
Byrne, 1998, p. 95) 

  
If we consider reflection as possessing personal, introspective aspects, as well as being 

facilitated in group contexts, however, the implicit approach to encouraging student-centered 
critical analysis can also be employed by incorporating critical analysis techniques into the learning 
materials. Thus, this study used a learning journal (Finch, 2004), which comprised of group oral 
discussion on educational issues (through questionnaires, surveys, interviews, etc.), followed by 
individual, written reflection on those issues and on anything that the students perceived as 
meaningful. Rather than instructing students on methods of identifying and classifying significant 
events, this approach encouraged them to investigate the learning environment and learning itself on 
a continuous basis, thus raising awareness of the learning process, and providing the opportunity to 



question it. 
 
III. Complexity theory and EFL 
 

Larsen-Freeman sees “many striking similarities between the new science of chaos/complexity 
and second language acquisition” (1997, p. 141), while Van Lier (1996) suggests that “it is useful to 
regard the classroom as a complex adaptive system” (1996, p. 38) in which “details are all that 
matters” (Gould, 1993) and that “it is fruitless to search for causal relations” (Van Lier, 1996, p. 38). 
Larsen-Freeman (1997) also draws a number of chaos/complexity parallels in the language class: 
“languages go through periods of chaos and order as do other living systems. Furthermore, their 
creative growth occurs at the border between these two” (1997, p. 158). This borderline between 
‘order’ and ‘chaos,’ or the point at which the system is about to become chaotic (e.g. just before an 
avalanche) has been termed ‘the edge of chaos’ by Waldrop (1994, p. 198), who also coined the 
term ‘life at the edge of chaos’ to describe the capacity for learning that complex adaptive systems 
have when they are neither settled nor chaotic - a concept with various implications for the language 
classroom: 

 
The educational context, with the classroom at its center, is viewed as a complex system in 
which events do not occur in linear causal fashion, but in which a multitude of forces interact 
in complex, self-organizing ways, and create changes and patterns that are part predictable, 
part unpredictable. (Van Lier, 1996, p. 148) 
 

Complexity theory is becoming increasingly prominent in social science research and concepts 
such as ‘connectivities’ (Mitleton-Kelly, 2003, p. 28) and ‘emergence’ (Byrne, 1998, p. 49) are 
gaining recognition in the interpretation of social and psychological phenomena. One such concept, 
known as ‘sensitivity to initial conditions,’ is known to many as the ‘butterfly effect,’ according to 
which a tiny variation in local conditions can have large repercussions elsewhere, due to the concept 
of recurring algorithms. Unlike the ‘pebble effect,’ in which a minor event can trigger a catastrophic 
chain of reactions, the concept of ‘sensitivity to initial conditions’ tenets that minor, (often un-
measurable) changes at the starting point of a process can produce startlingly different and 
unpredictable results: “A small perturbation in a system will produce very large chances in the 
results over time” (Eve, Horsfall & Lee, 1997, p 145). This concept is applied in this paper to the 
analysis of critical events, by hypothesizing that critical learning events that seem insignificant 
when they occur (inside or outside of the classroom), can grow to have major implications for the 
students and considerable implications for effective learning.  
 
IV. The study 
 

In this research, 52 students taking courses in the Department of English Education (though 
some were from other departments) were asked to keep a journal of their learning over the course of 
a semester (Finch, 2004), and to reflect on events (academic, emotional, interactional, social, and 
affective) which had affected their learning during that time and which they felt had significance for 
their future progress. This process was concluded with a ‘Critical Events’ questionnaire at the end 
of the semester. 

The learning journal used by the students (Finch, 2004) contained consciousness-raising 
classroom activities (discussions, questionnaires, surveys, and role-plays) on topics related to 
language learning, and thus encouraged students to investigate educational issues. In addition, 
students were expected to complete an A4 page of reflections in the journal once a week, producing 
15 such reflections in all. The learning journal functioned as context and preparation for the end-of-
semester questionnaire, which invited them to identify and comment on their interpretations of 
critical events that had occurred. Students were not prepared for the Critical Events questionnaire 



and all meta-cognition and consciousness-raising was implicit in the materials, rather than explicitly 
taught. In this way, it was hoped to observe and collect spontaneous and original responses at the 
end of the semester. 

The survey used in this research, entitled “Critical Incidents,” is available as part of the Moodle 
course software (www.moodle.com), which was used to make course information, resources and 
assignments available to students online, as part of a blended learning approach. The survey 
contains the following questions: 

 
1 At what moment in class were you most engaged as a learner? 
2 At what moment in class were you most distanced as a learner? 
3 What action from anyone in the forums did you find most affirming or helpful? 
4 What action from anyone in the forums did you find most puzzling or confusing? 
5 What event surprised you most? 

 
The responses to this survey were collected and classified according to observable trends and 

categories within each question. These trends indicate events and perceptions that students 
considered significant at the end of the semester, after a period of some weeks had elapsed since the 
occurrence of most of the events. These questions and the responses will be explored in the 
presentation. 

 
V. Discussion 
 

When discussing features of chaos in relation to the social sciences, Eve et al. (1997) point out 
that chaos “can lead to order and indeed to a form of stability that gives us an improved ability to 
forecast and even control the future. … it is easier not harder to control a system that is in chaos 
than one that is in a limit cycle. … Chaos is first and foremost deterministic, and it is this 
determinism that is illuminating, not indeterminacy” (1997, p. 144). Thus, scientific chaos is not 
‘chaotic’ in the normally accepted meaning of the term, but has observable properties such as 
‘attractors,’ ‘self organization,’ and ‘emergence’ (Eve et al. 1997, pp. 21, 22, 34) and can be 
controlled. Complexity, being ‘life at the edge of chaos’ (Lewin, 2000), also possesses these 
qualities, so that it is not unreasonable to examine the language classroom as a chaotic system.  

Looking at the responses to the five questions in the ‘critical events’ survey, it can be seen that a 
non-threatening, interactive, task-based, workshop environment allowed students to collaborate, to 
explore relationships and assignments together, to appreciate each others’ efforts, and to reflect on 
their learning experiences. In this way the course content was also meta-content, encouraging 
students to evaluate the processes that were occurring, with a view to promoting heightened 
awareness and subsequent enhancement of learning. By focusing on student perceptions in the 
survey, it was hoped that they would become better, more efficient learners, more aware of the 
factors involved in learning, “What we observe is not nature itself but nature exposed to our method 
of questioning” (Heisenberg, 1958, p. 57). 

This research identified events which students found notable at this early stage of the research. 
A basic concept of sensitivity to initial conditions is that immeasurable differences at the start of a 
process can have largely differing repercussions later and it was noticeable that students did not 
have the distance to identify potentially seminal events which seemed at the time insignificant. For 
this reason, the research will continue over a number of years, with the goal of interviewing 
students about perceptions that emerge over the long term. As Van Lier (1996) mentions, lasting 
educational value is often recorded in affective, rather than logical terms: 

 
It is quite possible that the deepest, most satisfying aspects of achievement, and the most 
profound effects of education, both in positive and negative terms, are entirely unmeasurable 
… What if we held educators accountable for the quality of the memories they gave to their 
students, rather than for averages on national tests? (Van Lier 1996, p. 120) 



 
Whatever the outcomes of the research, it is evident that unexpected and challenging events 

which occur in the language classroom must be treated sensitively by the teacher, in order to 
promote positive learning outcomes. 
 
VI. Conclusion 
 

Research into the relationship between complexity and ELT is still very young, though it 
promises to throw important light on language learning as a complex, adaptive, dynamic, non-linear 
process (Larsen-Freeman & Cameron, 2008, p. 251). This study has attempted to apply the concept 
of ‘sensitivity to initial conditions’ to language learning, while promoting consciousness of this 
sensitivity and awareness of language learning processes on the part of the learners. It is inevitable 
that such a complex process will not progress in the same way, or at the same speed, for different 
individuals, and that acquisition of linguistic specifics (morphology, syntax, phonology, etc.) cannot 
be predicted. However, it is also a property of complexity that higher-order structures (language 
learning and use) ‘emerge’ out of the initial conditions, to which they are extremely sensitive. By 
researching student’s perceptions of events which they consider to be significant, therefore, and by 
helping students to be aware of the significance of such events, this research has attempted to chart 
a path for the emergence of positive and constructive learning in the future. As the ‘pebble’ analogy 
tells us, if we keep throwing pebbles down a mountain, there will eventually be an avalanche. We 
cannot predict which pebble will trigger the avalanche, but we can keep throwing them until it 
occurs. 

At this stage, this research is just beginning; it will be necessary to follow it up with interviews 
and further surveys with the participants on a longitudinal basis. However, it is surmised that even 
the initial awareness-raising that has occurred due to the attention of students being drawn to the 
concept of critical events, has, thanks to the ‘observer effect’ (or ‘Hawthorne effect’) the potential 
to help those students become more effective and informed learners.  

 
It seems that the tide of complexity is lapping at our feet as applied linguists, making it timely 
to consider how the assumptions and perspectives of our own field may be challenged by 
complexity. (Larsen-Freeman & Cameron, 2008, p. 5) 
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