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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 case study discusses in detail a specific critical incident, how it affected the learner in question’s 

development within education and how teaching can be improved. It is important firstly to define a critical 

incident, why they are useful and how they can be discovered. Kehem Raj Joshi has described a critical 

incident as an “unplanned” or “unanticipated event” (Joshi, 2018:87).  David Tripp, however, regards critical 

incidents as an “event or situation which marked a significant turning-point or change in the life of a person 

or institution”. Tripp further stated in the introduction of his first chapter that interpretation is crucial when 

diagnosing a critical incident as situations can be interpreted differently, so one person may see an incident 

as being ’critical’ whilst someone else may not (Tripp, 2012:24).  

 

For the purpose of this case study a critical incident is an important incident or event that has a significant 

turning point in a pupil’s learning. Critical incidents can be both inside and outside the classroom, however 

for the purposes of this case study the critical incident has been obtained from within a classroom 

environment. Some background context of the school in which the critical incident has been obtained from 

will also be discussed whilst keeping complete anonymity. 

 
Observation 
 
Throughout this case study the school in which the critical incident was obtained shall be referred to as 

‘School X’ as well as the pupil involved shall be referred to a ‘Pupil X’. This will ensure that the anonymity of 

the school and the pupil will be kept. This is vital when conducting research, especially within a school 

environment, as the British Educational Research Association Guidelines (2018) state how; 

 

Researchers should recognise the entitlement of both institutions and individual 

participants to privacy, and should accord them their rights to confidentiality and 

anonymity (BERA, 2018:21). 

 

School X is a mixed gender comprehensive school with a pupil age ranging from 11 to 16 years. The 

number of pupils attending the school in 2018 was 953 (My Local School, 2013), however a Senior member 

of staff has clarified that the number of pupils attending the school in 2019 is actually 1,050 (see Appendix 

9). When looking at the latest Estyn Report for School X, which took place in 2012, the school’s 

performance was described as being unsatisfactory (Estyn, 2012). The follow up Report, which was 
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published the following year states that School X had made “sufficient progress” (Estyn, 2013). School X is 

currently situated within the Yellow support category. This means that School X will receive up to 10 days 

of support from a variety of support providers (Welsh Government, 2019).  

 
Methodology 
 
Before looking at the methods used to locate a critical incident it is important to explain exactly what a case 

study is, its strengths and weaknesses before progressing any further. A case study could look at multiple 

things; such as a specific event, an individual or a location. Nisbet and Watt (1984, quoted in Cohen et al, 

2011, p.253) state how a case study is a “specific instance that is frequently designed to illustrate a more 

general principle”. Robson (2002, also quoted in Cohen et al, 2011, p.253) describes how case studies “opt 

for analytic rather than statistical generalisations, that is they develop a theory which can help researchers 

to understand other similar cases, phenomena or situations”.  

 

There are many strengths and weaknesses of using a case study, for example they are useful for showing 

real-life situations however it can be quite difficult to define exactly what a case is. Nisbet and Watt (1984) 

stated how case studies are prone to having issues surrounding validity and that there can be issues with 

observer bias (Nisbet an Watt,1984:256). Observer bias will be discussed in detail once the methods used 

during the observation are discussed.  

 

The observation method used to identify the critical incident is that of non-participant observer with 

handwritten fieldnotes being completed throughout the observation period. Four lessons were observed 

and fieldnotes completed (see Appendix 1,3,5 and 7) over a two-day period (one day within a two-week 

period), along with accompanying Assisted Reflective Conclusions (ARC) Models (see Appendix 2,4,6 and 

8). ARC Models were used to reflect upon the observations and aid in choosing the specific critical incident 

to look at in greater detail. Both documents were supplied by the University. The critical incident, which will 

be discussed, occurred during a Year 9 GCSE history lesson. The school has a two-year Key Stage 3 and 

a three-year Key Stage 4 and states how they find that the extra year dedicated to GCSE’s has many 

benefits, including lowering the stress of their pupils to complete all their exams within a two-year period. 

 

Other observational methods and techniques are available to gain quantitative data for this type of case 

study such as histograms, sociograms and digital media. This particular method of observation and 

technique was chosen as it would submerge the observer directly in the classroom, without too much 

disruption to the lesson, and allow for accurate information to be recorded in the moment which would 

therefore ensure that the specific critical incident was recorded accurately. One important point that must 

be made before looking in depth at any critical incident is that they are merely snapshots in time, meaning 

that they only show a specific moment in time and there is no contextual background to it.  
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Although the method of being a non-participant observer has its benefits, such as being able to see first-

hand the critical incidents taking place, there are some criticisms of this method such as the observer 

effect, also known as ‘the Hawthorne Effect’. Paradis and Sutkin (2016) describe the Hawthorne Effect as 

participants within a piece of research altering their behaviour whilst under observation (Paradis and Sutkin, 

2016). It could therefore be argued that data collected during these types of observations are less reliable, 

as the participants may not acting naturally. There is, however, the possibility of there being some positive 

outcomes of the Hawthorne Effect. Mueller et al (2010 quoted in Simons et al, 2014, p.69) explains how 

some individuals, for example long-distance bikers and runners, can opt to be observed as it can increase 

motivation their responses and behaviour. This clearly shows there are both positive and negative aspects 

of the Hawthorne Effect, although positive outcomes would not be the case for observations within a school 

as it can be assumed that pupils will alter their behaviour whilst under observation and this would therefore 

result in invalid data due to the alteration in behaviour. 

 

Behaviour alteration is a possibility for all observers, both participants and non-participants, and could 

therefore have an adverse effect on the data that has been collected, especially during this case study. 

However, a senior member of staff from School X has explained how the school conducts their own internal 

observations throughout the year as well as having an ‘open door’ policy whereby staff are encouraged to 

enter other lessons. This is known as a ‘Learning Walk’ which is not as formal as an observation. The 

school has implemented this policy due to their poor 2012 Estyn Report as they felt it would benefit both 

staff and pupils to become use to observations, meaning there would be less stress and pressure placed 

upon staff and pupils when external inspectors arrive at the school. It could therefore be argued that the 

Hawthorne Effect would not be an aggravating feature during the observations within School X as the 

pupils would be used to having visitors within the classroom.     

 

Four Purposes 
 

The selected critical incident from the observations is Pupil X using their own personal experience to help 

with the learning and understanding of key terminology being discussed within the classroom. Some 

context behind this incident is that the lesson was regarding the effects of the Wall Street Crash in 

Germany, the specific terminology in which the pupil was attempting to make sense of was “Inflation” (see 

Appendix 3). The incident can be linked to all four purposes that are outlines within Professor Donaldson’s 

Successful Futures Report, which sets out the foundations and the need for a change in the curriculum 

within Wales which will be implemented within schools by 2022.  

 

Before explaining how the incident is linked to the four purposes they must first be identified. The four 

purposes are that children and young people are “ambitious, capable learners”, “enterprising, creative 

contributors”, “healthy, confident individuals” and “ethical, informed citizens” (Donaldson, 2015:29). The 

way in which this incident is linked to these purposes is that firstly Pupil X was confident enough to ask the 
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teacher, in front of their peers, if the experience was the same as the description given for the term 

“Inflation”. That fact that Pupil X has been able to link this term with their own experience shows how they 

are able to “build up a body of knowledge and have the skills to connect and apply that knowledge in 

different contexts” as they linked the similarity with the change in currency within different countries with the 

rising prices within Germany during the aftermath of the Wall Street Crash. This incident also shows how 

Pupil X was able to “think creatively to reframe and solve problems (Donaldson, 2015:29).  

 

With relation to the recommendations made within Successful Futures, School X has already begun 

implemented the new Area of Learning and Experiences (AoLE), although the school have made Welsh 

and ICT separate areas. The Assistant Head, whose responsibility includes curriculum management, has 

expressed a belief that these specific areas are important and must therefore be kept separate from other 

AoLE’s. It is also interesting to note how the school displays throughout the main corridors the 54 Articles 

from the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child. This further shows how School X is 

implementing the suggestions made by Professor Donaldson as the children will now be aware of their 

rights, which links to one of the fours purposes whereby children “understand and exercise their human and 

democratic responsibilities and rights” (Donaldson, 2015:30).  

 

Literature Review  
 

When looking at the above incident in depth it highlights interesting areas such as the Constructivism 

School of Learning, Piaget’s work on schemata and the use of Activating Prior Knowledge (APK). These 

areas will be discussed, although APK will be looked at in greater detail due to being the key element within 

the critical incident. However, before discussing APK it is important to discuss the theory and Theorist 

mentioned above. 

 

Constructivism 

The incident in question, as mentioned above, looks at a pupil using their own personal experience to aid 

with their learning. The Constructivist School of Learning would argue that this is a clear example of the 

learner constructing their own learning with the use of APK. Catherine Twomey Fosnot (1996) explains how 

the Constructivism theory is about learning and is not a “description of teaching” and that learning is not a 

result of development, it is development. (Fosnot, 1996:29).  Ernst von Glasersfeld (1995, quoted in 

Fosnot, 1996, p.7) has stated how “the task of the educator is not to dispense knowledge but to provide 

students with opportunities and incentives to build it up”. This clearly shows how the Constructivist School 

of Learning believe that learners must take responsibility for their own learning.  

 

There are other theories within the Schools of Learning other than Constructivism, such as Behaviourism 

as well as a Humanistic approach to learning. Fosnot has explained how Behaviourism approaches to 

learning focus on behaviour and responses to physical stimuli (Fosnot, 1996:8). Behaviourist theorists 
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focus on learnt behaviours within humans, as well as animals. One of the main theorists for this School of 

Learning is Ivan Pavlov whose work in 1890 laid the foundations for Behaviourism. The Humanistic School 

of Learning is different in many ways to the two theories mentioned above. John Holt is considered to be 

one of the main theorists for the Humanistic School of Learning (Tom Cox, 2019).  

 

Jean Piaget    

Jean Piaget is considered to be one of the major child development theorists as well as one of the leading 

Theorists within the Constructivist School of Learning. Geoffrey Brown and Charles Desforges (1979) 

explain how Piaget became interested in child psychology in order to look at the nature of knowledge 

(Brown and Desforges, 1979:18). Saul McLeod has further developed the reasoning behind Piaget’s 

interest in children by explaining how Piaget was “intrigued” with the reasons that children gave for their 

wrong answers. McLeod further states how Piaget believed that the incorrect answers revealed an 

“important difference” between how adults and children think (McLeod, 2018).  

 

Piaget is well known for his work on the Notions of Schema which has been summaries by John L Phillips 

Jr as a framework in which incoming data can fit, although this framework is continuously changing shape 

to assimilate the data (Phillips, 1969:9). A more modern explanation for Piaget’s schema comes from 

McLeod who has taken Piaget’s definition and come up with a simpler explain which is that schemata (the 

plural for schema) can be compared to building blocks which enable us to “form a mental representation of 

the world” (McLeod, 2018).  

 

Although Piaget is regarded as a leading theorist for Constructivism there are criticisms of his work. For 

example, one criticism of Piaget’s work is the fact that he used his own children and also the children of his 

colleague ins Genova. McLeod explains how this is not only a very small sample size but also that the 

study was purely based on European children who were from families with high socio-economic status. 

This means that the results would not be generalisable. (McLeod, 2018).  Interestingly, one theorist who 

criticises Piaget is also from the Constructivist School of Learning. Lev Vygotsky disagrees with aspects of 

Piaget’s theories and practices, although does agree with some, such as the fact that learning is an internal 

process (Cox, 2019). McLeod has explained how both Vygotsky and Jerome Bruner see development as a 

continuous progress rather that there being developmental stages (McLeod, 2018). 

 

APK 

With relation to the pupil’s use of APK within the critical incident it is clear to see that this method allowed 

Pupil X to grasp the terminology being used within the classroom. APK is widely used within School X and 

is regularly used as starter tasks in most lessons (see Appendix 5). Stephanie Wessels explains how 

background knowledge has a significant role in pupils understanding new information, the explanation she 

uses is a third-grade teacher explaining a word which has two meanings to a young pupil. The pupil already 

has an emotional connection with one of the meanings, as they were able to remember specific thoughts 

and feelings, and the teacher’s clarification of the other meaning therefore helps with the knowledge and 
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understanding of the word itself (Wessels, 2012: 33). This shows how the use of APK can assist teachers 

by attempting to alter any misconceptions a pupil may have, whether it is regarding terminology or other 

pieces of information they may have come across. Other uses of APK have been highlighted by Linda and 

Bruce Campbell (2008) who state how using students’ prior knowledge allows a teacher to ‘informally 

diagnose’ a baseline for the students (Campbell and Campbell, 2008:12). This means that teachers can 

evaluate where the pupil’s knowledge and understanding of the topic is, allowing them to select an 

appropriate starting point for lessons.   

 

Clark (2003 quoted in Henderson, 2007, p. 9) explains that when a student possesses ‘relevant prior 

knowledge’ it will make the process of learning new material easier. Kelsey Henderson herself states how a 

specific event or stimuli must activate pupil’s prior knowledge, which is the case within the critical incident. 

(Henderson, 2007:11). Wessels has elaborated this point by stating that when prior knowledge is activated 

within a student, information is brought to the surface so that it is readily available for the student to use 

throughout a lesson. (Wessels, 2012:33). Henderson continued her explanation by stating how advanced 

pupils may be able to make relationships with prior knowledge and new information and that less advanced 

pupils may not be able to draw the same conclusions and require additional support (Henderson, 2007:11). 

This is an interesting point when looking at the critical incident as the teacher mentioned how this class was 

more than capable of completing any tasks set, however they lacked confidence and needed constant 

support and encouragement. It could therefore be argued that Pupil X is more advanced than their peers as 

a connection was made with their own prior knowledge and the information that was being given. However, 

it is important to note that this is an assumption, due to the critical incident being a snapshot within the 

lesson, as no wider context has been provided which means that Pupil X’s ability has not been disclosed by 

the teacher. 

 

It can therefore be seen quite clearly that the use of APK within a classroom environment is crucial for 

pupils when new topics are being introduced. The use of APK allows the new knowledge to attach itself to 

the prior knowledge and is more likely to be stored in long-term memory, which further supports the point 

Constructivists which is that learning is a physical process. However, it must be pointed out that not all 

pupils will have the same previous knowledge. Although Wessels has spoken highly of the use of APK, she 

does acknowledge that students have different prior experiences, values and knowledge which are unique 

to their personal backgrounds (Wessels, 2012:34). Not every child within the lesson observed will have the 

same experience as Pupil X and therefore be able to link it with terminology. Although the teacher did 

repeat the pupil’s question to the whole class and it could therefore be argued that by sharing this 

experience with the rest of the class, it could aid other pupils who might have been struggling with grasping 

the new terminology.  

 

Reflection/Evaluation 
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Taking into account what has been discussed within the literature review, the critical incident that has been 

discussed and the ARC Models that have been completed, it has identified methods and thinking points 

when it comes to teaching which could be quite useful during placement as well as throughout my teaching 

career.  

 

One thinking point that is the most important and relevant to highlight is the fact that not every pupil will 

have the same life experiences and therefore be able to link this to the material being taught in the 

classroom. Wessels has noted how pupils not only have different prior knowledge but that they can also 

have different values due to their ethnic and personal backgrounds (Wessels, 2012: 34). This clearly shows  

not every pupil in a classroom will have the same experience which could link to a specific topic or event 

being taught. Henderson has highlighted two different methods of APK research which are strategies and 

challenges. The research regarding strategies showed how studies used specific APK methods with a 

group of participants and compared their learning with a different group who had not received the same 

treatment. Research regarding challenges showed that researchers were interested in testing the influence 

of prior knowledge and would compare said prior knowledge with other variables (Henderson, 2007:12).  

 

The use of APK has worked well in School X and the research surrounding this method agrees. Henderson 

has further stated how APK is an important part of the learning process and that efforts should be made to 

activate learner’s prior knowledge when they are exposed to new material (Henderson, 2007:56). Campbell 

and Campbell have further explored different methods of APK and have listed seventeen research and 

teacher tested strategies for the use of APK as well as building pupil’s prior knowledge (Campbell and 

Campbell, 2008:12). 

 

Another thinking point that came to light when completing the ARC Model is the fact that the pupils within 

this specific class lacked in confidence. As mentioned previously, the teacher explained how this specific 

class lacked confidence when it came to answering questions (see Appendix 3). When reflecting upon the 

critical incident it became apparent that the teacher’s constant encouragement and support was crucial 

throughout the lesson. This is something I will personally take onboard whilst teaching as pupils need to 

have confidence with their work and when completing tasks or assignments. What was also interesting is 

the fact that the teacher repeated Pupil X’s comment to the rest of the class, as well as ensuring that all 

pupils were able to hear the information it is also an example of a concrete example. Yana Weinstein and 

Megan Smith have discussed the uses of concrete examples within their webpage Learn to Study using 

Concrete Examples and have discussed the benefits of concrete examples, stating that abstract examples 

can be vague and hard to understand. They state that to “nail down” an abstract idea it must be solidified in 

the pupil’s brain and therefore the use of concrete examples will assist with this. They further state how it is 

important that the examples used must be correct (Weinstein and Smith). If an example was used in the 

wrong context it is possible that it could affect a pupil’s confidence, as well as their learning. This is 

something that I will bear in mind whilst teaching, as using incorrect examples will have a detrimental effect 

to both the pupils and my own teaching career.  
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When reflecting on the critical incident the use of the ARC Models provided by the university have been 

extremely useful as it has allowed me to not only dissect the critical incident, but also focus my thinking and 

help me when looking forward in my PTE. The four sections have given me the opportunity to organise my 

thinking as well as evaluate and decide on whether this incident is important enough to research further 

(see Appendix 4). 

 

Conclusion  
 

This case study has looked at the uses of APK and how it impacts learners, this has been achieved both 

with the use of the critical incident and also the research discussed within the literature review. The 

methods used to locate a critical incident for this case study was effective as it allowed the observer to be 

submerged within the classroom, make notes in the moment as the incident was taking place and be as 

accurate as possible. However, as mentioned earlier, critical incidents are snapshots as there is no wider 

context provided to the researcher. As well as defining what a critical incident is, the definition of a case 

study has been discussed which shows why it is the most appropriate method to use for this piece of 

research.  

 

This particular piece of research has given me the opportunity to look further into an area of interest and 

develop my knowledge and understanding of said area. This will benefit my teaching career as professional 

learning is an important value for teachers, as well as being a part of the five professional standards for 

teaching and learning. Pedagogical knowledge is no longer enough for a teacher to be successful, they 

also need leadership skills, collaboration, innovation as well as professional learning. (Welsh Government, 

2019). This case study has highlighted this fact as knowledge of a specialised subject is merely the starting 

point to become a successful teacher.  
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