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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 

 

This paper examines the implication that a critical incident may have on a child's learning 

experience. Tripp (1993) defines a critical incident as an incident that has happened but is 

made critical by the interpretation of significance we attach to the event. The incident 

focused on throughout this paper is the shaking of a child's hand before they can enter the 

classroom, compared to when the same child is greeted to a different lesson with no 

handshake. To explore this incident in depth, I have chosen to focus on the reason the event 

occurred and theories that outline possible implications to the child both currently and in the 

future. Research will be undertaken into 'Pivotal' which will be explained later in the paper, 

along with the possible effect upon student - teacher relationship and the impact on 

Wellbeing.  Exploring these areas will offer scope to be critical with evaluation, therefore 

improving my knowledge on the holistic development of children and moulding my future 

teaching practice. 

 

In line with the ethical guidelines set by the British Educational Research Association there 

will be no mention of institute or students' names (BERA, 2018). Therefore, the school in 

which the study was based will be referred to as School X. School X is an English-medium 

secondary school in an urban area. There are around 985 pupils in the school, ranging 

between 11 - 18 years of age with 30% of these pupils living in the 20% most deprived area 

of Wales (Estyn Report, 2015). School X shares its sixth form with a local comprehensive 

school to ensure a variety of sort after A-Levels are available. Within the school is a 

specialist teaching facility unit (STF) which allows for the students to integrate into the main 

school for certain lessons. Currently the school is categorised as yellow (Welsh Government, 

2018) which means it falls into the level where improvement is possible. The category is 

assigned to the school after an inspection which takes several factors into consideration, 

such as GCSE results, level of attendance and the quality of teaching and learning (Welsh 

Government, 2019). However, due to a substantial number of pupils coming from deprived 

areas it may be of benefit to consider a holistic approach and take more than exam results 

into context, such as location (Welsh Government, 2019, Donaldson, 2015).  
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The research carried out was based on two classes in particular - Welsh and Science. The 

Welsh class is made up of around 25 mixed gender and mixed ability pupils that is taught by 

an experienced female member of the faculty who is also named Head of Welsh. The 

Science class is made up of 17 mixed gender and mixed ability pupils and is taught by a 

male teacher who joined the faculty September 2019. There is no seating plan in place for 

the Welsh lesson as the teacher believes that the students learn better when they are 

comfortable with their surroundings. The use of socialising with friends and peers is 

encouraged as the teacher believes this can build confidence within the learner, which could 

be supported by Vygotsky's sociocultural theory (Cole et al, 2007). The Science class has an 

enforced seating plan which spreads out the students who are prone to disrupting lessons. 

Socialising with peers is not encouraged within this classroom but is also not ruled out.  

 

This work takes the form of a case-study as it allows insight to a unique example of real 

people in a real situation whilst being able to establish cause and effect (Cohen et al, 2007). 

However, if time restraints were not an issue then action research would have been more 

beneficial for the understanding of a critical incident. Lomax (2007) describes action 

research as a 'cyclical activity' where an issue is identified, audited, action is planned and 

then delivered. Observation then takes place to monitor effects and is later reflected upon 

and evaluated. Rather than identify and analyse an incident as a case study does, this 

research technique would allow for a deeper understanding of the incident and how it can 

affect practice over a certain time period.  

  

 As the context of the research was a classroom the method of data collection chosen was 

that of a primary source: classroom observation (Kumar, 2014). Ideally the method of data 

collection would have been video recording without an observer in the classroom but 

ethically, due to the age of the students, this would have required the guardian's permission 

which was not possible due to of time restraints (BERA, 2018). Still, the chosen method 

allowed the collection of detailed information within an authentic and natural setting (Weber, 

2016). The observation study was non-participant to ensure minimal possibility of the 

Hawthorne effect. This method was more beneficial to the study as participant observation 

may have produced biased observations as an incident could have been created or 

encouraged.  

  

By employing a qualitative mode of research rather than quantitative, a pre-decided topic or 

research question had not already been determined to focus on. Therefore allowing for open 

ended observation and a range of analysis techniques (Choy, 2014, p.6) Observations were 
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recorded by taking notes on a record sheet (Observing Children, 2008) (see appendices) 

which is one of the suggested ways to analyse a critical incident, as a thorough, detailed 

report is required to ensure no important attributes are left out (Jayers, 2013). Although this 

is a useful way of recording observations because of its simplicity and lack of resources 

required, a limitation is that incidents were inevitably missed whilst the focus was on 

completing the forms.  

  

 Overall there were four lessons observed; two lessons of Welsh and two lessons of 

Science. After spending time observing two lessons the decision was made to revert to a 

different observation method and to instead target a student from the classroom. By doing 

this it allowed for further interpretation of how effective or ineffective the critical incident was 

(Observing Children, 2008). Although observation was the most beneficial method for this 

study there is an ethical issue that arises of the fact the students did not know the reason for 

the observation taking place (Observing Children, 2008).  

 

Within School X a training programme, called 'Pivotal', has been rolled out to all staff. The 

program introduces a new concept that motivates the change in a teacher's approach to 

create better learning, communication and student - teacher relationships (Pivotal Education, 

2019). As part of Pivotal there have been changes made to interactions with the students in 

a bid to reinforce positive relationships. I have chosen to focus on one of the new concepts 

for this case study. Before the pupils can enter a classroom, they are to line up outside the 

door in a single file. One by one the teacher meets the students at the door with a verbal 

greeting and a handshake, whilst making eye contact. This is expected from all teachers 

throughout the year groups, inclusive of every student. Noticeably, the student was more 

engaged in the classroom where the teacher had greeted pupils with a handshake when 

compared to the behaviour in the classroom when the teacher did not offer a handshake. 

  

 Since 2014 Professor Graham Donaldson has been researching to help the Welsh 

Government create the new curriculum for schools in Wales. Research entailed hearing the 

views of teachers, parents and students to name only a few who had a say in what they 

thought to be paramount for young people's future.  Drawing from these results, Donaldson 

constructed the new curriculum which entailed some radical and wide-ranging proposals. 

There are four purposes outlined that will shape the future generations. These purposes are 

for all children and young people to be ambitious, capable learners, enterprising, creative 

contributors, ethical, informed citizens and healthy, confident individuals (Donaldson, 2019). 
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The chosen critical incident can be linked to two of the four purposes. The action of shaking 

hands has been described as important because it is a sign of friendship, trust and respect 

(BBC, 2018). This is connected to the purpose of healthy, confident individuals as a 

handshake can help with building confidence which could go on to benefit the young person 

in social and professional interactions that may be encountered in the future.  A handshake 

is a gesture that can determine the way in which someone is perceived during a first 

encounter. It is not only beneficial for students to view the gesture as natural, but also 

understand that it is a starter path to form a positive relationship based upon mutual respect.  

The incident can also be linked to 'ethical informed citizens' as the students are each given 

the teacher's full attention at the start of the lesson. Given that the attention may only be for 

a few seconds, the student is encouraged to identify that the attention is solely theirs and 

seize the opportunity to speak about any worries or distractions that may affect their 

learning. Whilst taking the importance of the outlined purposes into consideration, a holistic 

approach has been utilized by integrating theories and research carried out over the past 

years to further understand whether the critical incident may have had an impact on the 

student. 

 

Paul Dix, the founder of 'Pivotal', believes that the only way a seismic improvement in 

behaviour will occur is if teachers change their mindset and thus their approach to 

challenging behaviour, or behaviour as a whole (Dix, 2017).  

  

In behaviour management, culture eats strategy for breakfast. Getting the culture right 

is pivotal. With the right culture the strategies that are used become less important. 

The culture is set by the way that the adults behave (Dix, 2017). 

  

The introduction of shaking a student’s hand at the beginning of each lesson offers a fresh 

start for the pupil even if they have been disruptive in their last lesson. The student is 

discouraged from fulfilling the negative reputation they may have built for themselves and 

can go on to engage in a positive learning experience (Joachim, 2016). Yet this does raise 

the concern that a child may view the 'clean slate' policy as an opportunity to misbehave 

during one lesson knowing there will be no consequence in the next. Although Dix states 

that strategies become less important (Dix, 2017), there are a few mentioned and 

encouraged within the 'Pivotal' culture.  

  

School X encourages teachers to reinforce positive behaviour as part of the Pivotal training 

by noting good behaviour on a 'Recognition Board'. Whether that be a student who has been 

disruptive only ten minutes prior or a student who has been focused the whole lesson. After 
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speaking with the headteacher of School X I was told that the hope is by recognising a small 

act of the desired behaviour the student will understand that they are given a chance to 

redeem themselves and be rid of any negative labels. Eventually, the hope is that students 

understand which behaviour gains rewards and they will be encouraged to display this 

behaviour.  This theory is called 'conditioning'. Psychologists have been carrying out case 

studies for many years based on conditioning behaviour. These studies have produced two 

forms of conditioning - classical and operant.  Pavlov (1890) tested his classical conditioning 

theory by training dogs to salivate to the sound of a bell. This study involved sounding a bell 

each time the dog was given food until an association formed between the two stimuli, 

eventually leading to the dogs salivating to the bell only. In 1938 an adaption of this theory 

surfaced, called operant conditioning. B. F. Skinner carried out a study on rats to test 

whether reinforcement can encourage a behaviour and punishment decrease a behaviour. 

The study consisted of a rat trapped in a cage with an electric floor, a button and a lightbulb. 

When the bulb lit up the rat was required to press the button which would release a pellet 

into the cage for the rat to eat (a reward). If the rat did not press the button when the bulb lit 

up, it would receive an electric shock (punishment). Results from this study supported the 

theory that an association can be formed between behaviour and the consequences for the 

behaviour (Skinner, 1938).  

  

The theory of classical and operant conditioning has since been adopted by educational 

theorists and thus developed the behaviourist theory. Behaviourism states that a learner 

starts off as a clean slate and their behaviour is shaped through positive reinforcement or 

negative reinforcement (Watson, 2013). Notwithstanding the evidence in support of 

behaviourism, one cannot simply say learning takes place purely through reinforcement as 

this eliminates extensive work in emotional, social and cognitive learning (Reich et al, 2016). 

Ethically the conditioning of a child's behaviour could also be questioned. The act of 

manipulating a child to behave the way that is viewed as appropriate raises not only ethical 

issues but also practical issues (Fox, 2019). What happens when a teacher is not present to 

reinforce the child's behaviour? Does the behaviour continue when the child knows it will not 

be reinforced? Although the benefits of reinforcing the desired behaviour is clear, it is difficult 

to not acknowledge these questions. Alternatively, it could be that the behaviour a child 

delivers is dependent on other factors, such as, the relationship with the teacher - would a 

child display better behaviour for a teacher they favour? Could the child have been 

influenced by the authority level of the Teacher A? These are just two amongst many 

possibilities that may be contributing factors towards the child's behaviour.   
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Kesner (2000) suggested that certain characteristics, such as gender, can impact the 

relationship between a student and their teacher. Taking this into consideration, it could be 

that the relationship the student has with Teacher A is more positive in comparison to the 

relationship with Teacher B and that is what affected the change in behaviour. It has been 

found that positive, supportive relationships with students can increase their motivation to 

learn (Fredriksen and Rhodes, 2004). Student-teacher relationship has been a contributing 

factor on what type of experience a child has during their school life.  

  

There are many arguments supporting the theory that teachers should be more than just a 

facilitator of knowledge in the classroom. Fredriksen and Rhodes stated that a teacher's 

bond with the student has meant the student has not only gone on to obtain higher scores 

academically, but also scored higher with self and teacher reports for social and emotional 

outcomes (Fredriksen and Rhodes, 2004). This is seconded by Kesner (2000), who found 

that students who have secure relationships with their teachers go on to do better 

academically and are more socially competent.  

  

The role of the teacher is changing, and measures are currently being put in place so that 

school is not just used to educate children with knowledge of subjects, but to shape them as 

well-rounded individuals of the future (Donaldson, 2015). With this in mind it has to be 

questioned - when does the responsibility of the teacher begin to cross the boundary into 

parenting? It is understandable that the bond between teacher and student cannot be 

defined as the same bond between parent and child as this has been defined as a long-

lasting history of interpersonal relation that generally stretches over a longer period (Bowlby, 

1982). Yet, it cannot be said that teachers do not invest in their students for more than just 

academic results. Teaching has been named one of the highest ranked occupations for 

stress related outcomes when put against 26 occupations and the emotional involvement 

with students is considered to be one of the primary explanations (Johnson et al, 2005). 

Although studies have shown that the positive relationship between student and teacher is 

beneficial to the student more than just academically, there have also been conflicting views 

on this. We can certainly acknowledge the pressure that the teacher must feel daily to 

maintain this bond. Not only can a teacher put a pupil at risk of being rejected by their peers 

if they are perceived as 'favoured' in comparison to other students (Fredriksen and Rhodes, 

2004) but it could also have a negative effect on the teacher's wellbeing due to the amount 

of student's the teacher is expected to maintain the relationship with (Split et al, 2011).  

  

Wellbeing can fall under a blanket term alongside health, which has can be defined as 'a 

state of complete physical, mental and social well-being and not merely the absence of 
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disease or infirmity' (WHO, 1948). In recent years there has been a focus on several public 

bodies to change the approach taken towards well-being in order to create a happy, healthy 

Wales (Welsh Government, 2015). This is echoed in the new curriculum where Donaldson 

created the six areas of learning experiences, which the curriculum structure is formed by, 

and dedicated one area specifically to Health and Wellbeing (Student Health and Wellbeing 

in Wales, 2019).  However, being able to understand the importance of well-being and how 

to incorporate this into day to day school life is not something that can be learnt overnight 

and could take time for teachers and pupils alike to become accustom to the idea. Afterall, 

without the accurate guidance, how can a child fill the expectation and succeed in becoming 

a 'model citizen'?  

  

The new curriculum aims to mould children to be healthy, confident individuals who are 

ready to lead lives as valued members of society (Donaldson, 2015).  To outline the 

importance of wellbeing and to improve mental wellbeing the National Health Service (NHS) 

has created the '5 steps to mental well-being' which are to connect with the people around 

you, be active, keep learning (learning a new skill can boost confidence and provide a sense 

of achievement), give to others and to be mindful of the present moment - your thoughts and 

feelings (NHS, 2018). A number of these steps are incorporated into the Pivotal behaviour 

approach that has been adopted at School X. Even a simple idea such as the incident of a 

handshake can have a positive impact on a child's well-being as it subtly includes at least 

three of the suggested steps. Giving to others, which can be as simple as a friendly gesture 

and smile, be mindful of how you feel at the present - the student has a chance to speak to 

the teacher before entering the classroom if needed. Lastly, connection -  the act of making 

eye contact has not only been said to perceive the individual (in this case the teacher) as 

warm, loyal and confident (Study Body Language, 2016) but it has also been said to 

influence behaviour in a way that favours social interactions (Lopis et al, 2017). Yet this may 

not be the case for a certain percentage of students, as Christian Jarrett (2014) points out 

that eye contact is able to activate people's awareness of their own bodies, presenting the 

risk of more self-conscious students feeling uneasy.  

 

After the first day of observing lessons I was surprised to see the different ways in which 

each teacher interacts with the students. I understand that everyone is different and 

therefore has their own way in which they prefer to communicate with their students. 

However, what surprised me the most were the teachers who had adopted the 'pivotal' 

approach and were able to adapt so quickly to introducing this to their day to day school life. 

This could be defined as 'reflective practice' as a theory has been presented to the teacher 
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who has preceded to put it into practice to test effectiveness (Fook, 2015). After being 

provided the opportunity to view the theory in practice I will take this forward into my 

teaching experience.  

  

To return to the aforementioned 'target student' who displayed the adverse behaviour when 

not greeted with a handshake, I think of the time that I spent in school. I believe the act 

would have had a positive influence on my learning experience by offering a chance to feel 

noticed and included. Brookfield (1998) speaks of this type of reflection as number one of 

four 'critically reflective lenses' where he states there are four lenses in which educators can 

view their practice to uncover submerged and unacknowledged power dynamics infused in 

practice settings. The act of greeting the child at the door with a handshake may offer a 

moment that tears down the power dynamic and introduces a social aspect. Whilst 

discussing critical reflection, Fook (2015) presented the 'Critical Social Theory' that 

emphasizes the importance of connection to bring about change not only in one’s own 

professional practice but also in the desired direction socially.  In contrast, it could be that 

the handshake is an authoritarian concept of teaching where the teacher has control (Biesta, 

2012) over all aspects of the classroom - specifically the entrance.   

  

Despite the case study being carried out and effective observations made, a drawback of the 

study is due to the method of data collection chosen. By opting to use non - participant 

observation I was unable to be involved with the classroom in a bid to minimize observer 

effect. This caused some difficulty with being critically reflective about the critical incident. 

Brookfield (1998) uses CIQ sheets to gain anonymous feedback from students to find out 

which areas are effective, and which need improving. This method of reflection whilst used 

with open questions would have been beneficial to this study as it would have allowed the 

children to think independently about the effect of the incident and offer any alternatives or 

improvements (Observing Children, 2008). Based on the papers and research that I have 

reviewed surrounding the incident it seems that there are more arguments supporting the 

positive influence the interaction would have on children. However, conditioning plays an 

important role in the maintaining of the student behaviour and as previously mentioned, the 

research completed by Fox (2019) raises ethical issues that should not be overlooked.  

  

A much more systematic approach would be to observe how the targeted student behaved 

in a wider range of lessons. By observing the student over a longer period, it would allow an 

insight into possible factors that may have caused the lapse in the behaviour, rather than just 

the handshake. It could be possible that the student simply prefers the lesson taught by 

Teacher A and therefore is not interested in paying attention to Teacher B's subject. Another 
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strong possibility is that the time of day had a contribution to the change in behaviour. This 

could only be tested by observing the child in lessons at varying times of day. If I were to 

recreate this study, I would take this into consideration but would need to be mindful of the 

child becoming aware of the observation and changing their behaviour as this would hinder 

the study by producing unreliable data. Another interest would be to find out whether the 

student feels the incident will be operative in shaping them to become a healthy, confident 

individual who is ready for future interactions both socially and professionally. Data collection 

would be carried out in form of an unstructured interview as this method would allow for 

further questioning of answers provided to gain a full understanding of whether the critical 

incident has affected the learning or development in any way (Kumar, 2014). Although, a 

limitation may be that the student would not feel comfortable being fully honest if anonymity 

is not ensured.  

 

The main goal of this case study was to examine the implication that a critical incident, which 

was identified during lesson observation, may have on a child's learning experience. The 

investigation of key areas surrounding the critical incident has allowed an insight into what 

underlying factors may influence a child's holistic development. Observation as the chosen 

method for data collection allowed for the collection of detailed information from an authentic 

setting (Weber, 2016). This offered the viewing of multiple critical incidents, however this 

particular incident stood out due to the sheer simplicity yet innovation. One of the most 

significant findings to emerge from this case study is that the relationship between a student 

and their teacher can have an implication on their motivation to work (Fredriksen and 

Rhodes, 2004) therefore, by introducing this innovative greeting technique there should be 

an improvement of pedagogical outcomes. By reflecting upon the reading that has been 

reviewed surrounding the key factors of the incident I have been able to extend my 

knowledge, skills and understanding which will contribute to my professional learning. Taken 

together, the case study has allowed an evaluation of a wide range of theories that will be 

valuable in identifying the next steps to progressively develop pedagogy (Welsh 

Government, 2019). 
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