







A critical evaluation and the learning steps focusing on a case study of an individual learner or a group of learners, based on an observed critical incident. 
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Introduction

This assignment embarks on an exploration of a specific educational critical incident observed within a classroom environment, using Tripp’s (1993) critical incident methodology. This methodology is a way to study and understand a minute or substantial interaction or event within teaching and learning that has a great impact, both positive and negative. It involves collecting data on these crucial moments, analysing the data to find patterns, and reflecting on what they mean for teaching and learning. By delving into a critical incident, we seek to gain a comprehensive understanding of the intricate pedagogical processes and its effect on the teacher and learner within educational environments. It is important to consider that critical incidents are influenced by how the observer interprets the significance of an event (Tripp, 1994). In Tripp’s (1993) work on reflective teaching, Tripp suggests that a critical incident in the classroom is an event or moment that stands out as a significant and impactful occurrence during the teaching and learning process. Tripp (1993) emphasizes that critical incidents provide valuable opportunities for teachers to engage in reflective practice, as they prompt educators to analyse their own pedagogy, assumptions and beliefs. By carefully examining these incidents, teachers can gain insights into their own pedagogical approaches and make informed adjustments to improve their teaching effectiveness.
The specific critical incident observation for this assignment took place in an English medium high school, based in Pembrokeshire, in a year 7 class of approximately 26 learners. The aims and policies of the school are very supportive, alongside their commitment to the new Curriculum for Wales with a clear message that no student is left behind (Donaldson, 2015).
To put the incident into context, the learners were sitting at their desks in mixed ability groups during the first lesson of the day. The teacher was referring to previous learning by questioning what the learners could recall from previous lessons. I noticed one learner (Child A) who was eager to answer every question by raising their hand. With a lack of engagement from the majority of the class, the teacher chose Child A to answer the first two questions. The teacher responded enthusiastically, which seemed to further discourage the rest of the class from answering the questions. After trying to involve other learners, the teacher then chose a different learner to answer. The teacher praised the learner (Child B) when they answered correctly by saying “You are amazing!”. Then I noticed Child A said to another learner (Child C) who was sitting next to them, “ I don’t care because the teacher says that to everyone.” Later in the lesson, I discovered that Child C is a new learner to the school.
This assignment is focused on the effect of praise used within the classroom, the style of questioning used, and different impacts it can have on the learner by investigating different learning theories and the importance of how they apply to practise. 










Overview of Literature

The way in which praise is used towards young people has a profound impact on their own well-being and view of the world around them (Westwood, 2004). There are many important factors to consider when praising a young person, such as; tone of voice, choice of language, and how the praise will be perceived by the person (Coopersmith, 1981). According to The Raising Children Network (2006), praising children should be encouraged without limitations or worry of the outcome, as positive praise will have a positive impact. However, Dweck (2017) explains the importance of a “growth mindset” and how this revolves around the idea of praising effort and the process (process praise), rather than fixed traits or abilities (person praise). Bandura (1986) agrees with this theory as his work highlights the significance of praise as a form of social reinforcement that can influence learning, motivation, self-efficiency and behaviour. Furthermore, Vygotsky’s (1967) theory of Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) supports this by suggesting that praise that acknowledges a learners’ effort and progress within their ZPD can enhance their self-confidence. This implies that when learners feel that their efforts are recognised and appreciated, they are more likely to engage in future learning tasks with a sense of self-efficacy. By offering praise about a learner's work within their ZPD, instructors or more knowledgeable peers can help instil a sense of perseverance (Aubrey and Riley, 2020).
On the contrary, Hattie (2012) shows the effectiveness of pedagogy through a barometer, which explains that praising learners’ work resulted in an outcome of lower engagement and effort. An effective result is a reading of 0.4 or more, however, the use of praise within the classroom had a result of 0.1 of effectiveness within the classroom. This result could be perplexing for teachers as Gibbs (1984) implies that praise can always be a powerful motivator for learners. When learners receive positive feedback for their efforts and accomplishments, they are more likely to feel motivated to continue working hard and striving for success. (García-Moya, 2020). 
Mussen, Flavell and Markman (1983), explain that learners who are praised specifically on their ability have an overall negative view on themselves after making an academic mistake. Similarly, Dweck (2017) agrees with this and insists that praising the process and effort is far more encouraging for the learner, in order to see challenges and failures as opportunities for growth rather than personal failures, which can easily lead to low self-esteem. However, Westwood (2004) challenges this by explaining that a caregiver can help build resilience within a learner, by describing the good behaviour whilst they are praising them, regardless of using person or effort praise. 
Considering this, Heider’s (1982) Attribution Theory states that when individuals receive praise, it often carries with it implicit or explicit attributions for the reasons behind their success. An example of this would be if a learner is praised for their effort (internal, controllable), they might attribute their success to their hard work and perseverance, which can be empowering and motivating. However, if a learner is praised for their ability or talent (internal, stable), they might attribute their success to their innate skills, which can lead to a sense of confidence (Dweck, 2017). Additionally, if a learner is praised for external factors like luck (external, unstable), they may attribute their success to factors beyond their control, which may not encourage effort or persistence. In this context, how praise is delivered and the attributions it implies can have a significant impact on an individual's motivation and self-perception (Heider, 1982). Praise that emphasises effort, a controllable factor, is often linked to more adaptive attributions and can encourage learners to believe that they have the power to influence their outcomes (Henderlong, 2000).  
Ryan and Deci (2018) clarify this, outlining that praise that acknowledges effort and progress and supports learners' autonomy and competence, contributes to intrinsic motivation and psychological well-being.
Praise and positive reinforcement plays a role in building trust and confidence in a learners early development (Dweck, 2017). When caregivers provide praise and encouragement for appropriate behaviours, it can help learners feel valued and secure (Shindler, 2009). However, it's important for praise to be genuine and appropriate to the learners age and achievements. Dweck (2017) explains that overpraising or insincere praise can have negative effects, as it may lead to unrealistic expectations or a lack of authenticity. Equally, Bandura (1986) believes that praise that focuses on effort, critical thinking, and problem-solving can encourage learners to explore and experiment, which aligns with Piaget's (1977) view of children as active learners. Alongside this, Hattie (2012) suggests that effective praise should be a part of a constructive feedback process. It should encourage learners to reflect on their work, think critically about their choices, and set goals for improvement. Praise can be integrated into discussions that foster self-assessment and self-regulation (Dewey, 1997). 
On the other hand, The Mental Health Foundation (2023) clarifies that overcomplicating how someone delivers praise to a learner can have a negative impact. Due to this, praise is often avoided completely in fear of praising incorrectly (Collet, 2022). The Mental Health Foundation (2023) further argues that if you are encouraging and uplifting a learner, you are creating a positive mindset and contributing to their confidence. Although, an over-reliance on praise can lead learners to seek external validation, making them less capable of self-assessment and self-motivation (No Borders Learning, 2021). Learners may become praise-dependent and struggle when faced with challenges that do not come with immediate recognition. However, Winfrey and Perry (2021), advises that any form of positive praise towards learners, specifically with Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACES) will benefit them psychologically, as it can often increase self-esteem and connections with others. Maslow (2015) agrees that the authenticity of the praise should be genuine and specific by acknowledging a learners actual effort and achievement rather than offering empty or exaggerated compliments. Excessive praise can have the opposite effect, leading to a dependence on external validation (Kohn, 1999). To summarise, praise should be individualised, context-specific, and designed to support the learners active learning, autonomy, and growth as they engage in meaningful, experiential learning opportunities (Hattie, 2012).














Case Study

During the observation, the class were quiet and quite disengaged with the lesson. This was noticed as some learners were looking out of the window and others, gazing at the walls, not showing any interest in the lesson. This could also suggest that the learners were avoiding being chosen to answer questions (Shindler, 2009). 
Whilst the teacher was questioning the learners about their knowledge from previous lessons, Child A was the only learner showing any form of engagement. Child A became restless and seemed frustrated when the teacher deliberately stopped choosing them to answer. The teacher had a responsibility to engage the other members of the class, even though this caused upset for Child A. When the teacher asked Child B to answer the next question, the teacher used person praise towards them by stating “You are amazing!”. As an observer, I saw that this had an instant positive impact on Child B, but a negative impact on the class as a whole. The way in which the learner was praised may lead them to believe that their abilities are fixed traits and that they should always appear competent (Dweck, 2017). Sometimes it is difficult to identify the negative impact as the instant positive reaction from the learner is visible to the teacher. However, this mindset can lead to a fear of failure and a reluctance to take on challenges (Kohn, 1999). Ultimately, in this particular instance, the research suggests that how the learner was praised could have had negative impacts on their mental well-being.
The closed-ended style of questioning used at the beginning of the lesson could have significantly impacted the learners, resulting in the disengagement noticed within the classroom. Gardner (2012) implies that an over reliance on closed-ended questioning can stifle critical thinking, creativity and deeper understanding. Bruner (1966) agrees with this, suggesting that if a teacher consistently asks questions with only one correct answer, it can create a fear of making mistakes, leading learners to avoid taking risks in their responses, which in turn can hinder their development of problem-solving skills and intellectual curiosity. 
It is possible that Child B could have been a learner with ACES. This could suggest why the teacher reacted to the learner this way. Winfrey and Perry (2021), explain how important it is to use strength-based positive language towards learners who have experienced trauma. Dweck (2013) argues the effectiveness of person praise, however this could have been the first time in Child B’s life, that someone has ever called them amazing. This may have supported Child B to build a positive relationship with the teacher, which could have a huge impact on their view of school, attendance and well-being (Hattie, 2012).
Child A explained to Child C that they do not care because the teacher says that to everyone. This implies that Child A could believe that there is no meaning behind the praise, creating a negative relationship between teacher and learner. Child A could have felt jealous or embarrassed that Child B received a positive compliment, after Child A showed the most enthusiasm and engagement out of the class. Child A’s reaction could suggest that they have had person praise used towards them before and that they enjoy the instant gratification, but struggle to regulate their emotions when the person praise is directed towards others. This can be problematic for learners self-determination and their overall view of education (Ginott, 1975). The fact that this was said to Child C, who is a new pupil of the school, could have a profound impact on their view of the teacher, the school and education. Moving to a new school has a significant alteration on the learners microsystem (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). A learners interaction with teachers, classmates and the school’s culture play a crucial role in shaping their development. This interaction could have created a negative view of teaching and learning from Child C’s perspective, as they are incredibly susceptible whilst learning and adapting to their new surroundings (Vygotsky, 1980).

Teaching and Learning Methods

Engaging all members of a class can be achieved through a variety of teaching and learning methods. The choice of methods should take into account various learning styles, interests and abilities (Kolb, 2014). In order to address the teaching methods within the critical incident, the pedagogical process of how the teacher engaged the class could have included differentiation of questioning. A higher and lower order range of questioning allows the teacher to differentiate appropriately depending on ability (Bloom, 1981). Tomlinson (2017) explains that learners process information differently and that this would be a simple way to tailor the pedagogy to accommodate learners with varying abilities. This could enhance the confidence of the learners and encourage them to take part in answering questions. Furthermore, the teacher would be able to focus on the interactions within the classroom and use praise effectively towards the learners level of effort. 
Quigley (2016) argues that using a traditional practice of calling on individual learners to answer questions, known as ‘cold calling’, has negative connotations such as increasing anxiety and pressure, enforcing compliance and obedience rather than promoting genuine understanding and critical thinking. However, Dewey (1997) recommends using a random selection method which promotes equity and inclusivity as all learners have an equal chance of being called upon, rather than only the most vocal or confident learners. Even though Freire’s (2019) views align with the idea that random selection within questioning should not be used towards learners, learners are responding well to random selection questioning when artificial intelligence (AI) is used (Papert, 2020). Papert (2020) describes that this is due to how their cognitive development understands the equal chance of being chosen, as the learners have been raised around advanced technology. Therefore, using a random selection generator could help to create a positive classroom environment, where all learners feel ready to participate. This could help Child A understand the importance of turn-taking by allowing other learners to partake in a fair manner. Consequently, this can also encourage teachers to utilise effort praise whilst learners are participating by giving specific feedback and acknowledging perseverance (Rogers, 2019).
Games and interactive technologies can have a huge impact on learners cognitive engagement (Mayer, 2023). This could be a way of checking for knowledge learned in previous lessons by the use of online quizzes and games. Squire (2021) explains how digital games can promote learning and enhance learners involvement which could be constructive to all involved in this critical incident. The competitive nature of these games helps to instil motivation and engagement, whilst enhancing their problem-solving and critical thinking. (Mayer, 2023) Used in moderation, these activities can enhance learners cognitive abilities, decision-making skills and analytical thinking (Zawacki-Richter and Latchem, 2018). 
The use of scaffolding could be implemented within questioning to ensure all learners feel confident in their ability to answer, with the support of prompts. For learners with additional learning needs (ALN), low self-esteem or low confidence, answering questions in front of the whole class can be so daunting that they could avoid attending the class completely (Watson, 2012). In order to support all learners, the teacher could use key words within their questioning for recall, or provide printed sentence starters to scaffold learners (Bruner, 1966). Dewey (1997) agrees that scaffolding should take place in multiple forms of optimal active learning. This encourages the learners to take part in hands-on activities. In this context, the teacher could have provided images for the learners to have, in order to recall information whilst studying the images for clues. This type of scaffolding could encourage Child B to participate by building their confidence whilst having something to refer to. Learners engagement and effort can be recorded by the teacher to ensure the appropriate level of praise and correct feedback are given. 

Praise in education can have significant impacts on learners’ motivation, self-esteem, and performance (Watson, 2012). However, it should be used judiciously, focusing on effort, improvement and specific accomplishments to avoid potential negative effects, such as praise dependency and inflated self-esteem (Dweck, 2017). Having to record positive and negative behaviour onto a computer system that the school uses allows the teacher to provide evidence of the positive behaviour that the learner has been praised for (Mayer, 2023). This can be a great tool to identify the communication around the given praise. A teacher could prohibit themselves from using person praise by continually focusing on effort praise. This could encourage the learners to reach their full potential, whilst modelling the correct behaviour to learners and other members of staff (Dweck, 2013).
Vygotsky (1967) emphasises the importance of collaborative group work which could be used within the classroom to encourage all learners participation. The questioning could take place by having each table/group answer a specific question about what they had learned the previous lesson. This encourages learners to work together on tasks, promoting peer interaction whilst providing scaffolding for the less confident and able learners. As a new member of the school, Child C could benefit from this as it encourages communication, helping to build relationships in a new environment (Piaget, 1977).






Discussion

From this research, there are a range of specific pedagogical choices that are recommended for effective teaching and learning. The research suggests that the language a teacher uses to communicate and praise learners with is absolutely crucial for their development and well-being (Dweck, 2017). As I embark on my own teaching journey, I am committed to fostering a positive and growth-oriented classroom environment. One of the key strategies I will employ is the use of effort praise over person praise. Instead of focusing on innate abilities or fixed traits within my learners, I will consistently recognise and celebrate their hard work, determination, and persistence. This approach not only encourages a growth mindset, where learners believe that their abilities can be developed through effort, but it also helps create a safe space for taking risks and making mistakes, which are essential for meaningful learning (Dweck, 2013). By emphasizing the value of effort and resilience, I hope to inspire my learners to embrace challenges, learn from setbacks, and cultivate a lifelong love for learning (Rogers, 1969). In doing so, I aim to empower them with the belief that they have the capacity to continuously improve and achieve their educational goals (Donaldson, 2015).
García-Moya (2020) suggests that effective communication between teachers and learners plays a pivotal role in developing learners well-being. It goes beyond the transmission of knowledge; it is about creating a safe, nurturing, and empathetic environment where learners feel valued, heard, and understood (Steele and Cohn-Vargas, 2013). By actively listening to their thoughts, concerns, and ideas, teachers can build trust and rapport with their learners, fostering a sense of emotional well-being (Ginott, 1975). Open and supportive communication helps learners express their feelings, develop resilience, and navigate challenges (Petrie, 2011). It also provides an avenue for teachers to instil important life skills, such as problem solving and conflict resolution, which are vital for overall well-being. Furthermore, by modelling respectful and compassionate communication, teachers set a positive example for learners, helping them learn how to interact with others in a healthy and constructive manner (Wilde, 2013). Essentially, besides simply praising learners, the way in which teachers communicate with learners significantly contributes to their emotional, social, and psychological development, creating a foundation for a well-rounded sense of well-being that extends far beyond the classroom (Watson, 2012).
Alongside effort praise, differentiation and scaffolding are also powerful educational strategies that can collectively enhance both individual classrooms and entire schools (Datnow and Park, 2018). The growth-mindset creates a shift in learners attitude to learning, which motivates learners but also strengthens their resilience and self-confidence (Dweck, 2017). In tandem with this, differentiation recognises and respects diverse learning needs and abilities of learners. It allows teachers to tailor instructions to match these individual requirements, ensuring that no student is left behind and that each one has the opportunity to excel (Donaldson, 2015). Scaffolding compliments differentiation by providing targeted support and guidance, enabling learners to reach new levels of understanding and achievement (Hogan and Pressley, 1997). When these approaches are adopted school-wide, they can contribute to a learning environment that is inclusive, engaging and supportive of each learners journey (Bloom, 1981). Ultimately, this approach fosters a positive and dynamic school community where both individual classes and the institution as a whole thrive (Hannon and Peterson, 2021).
The research on effort praise and questioning within the classroom has impacted my view on how crucial it is to foster a learner-centred environment, that supports individual growth and development with tailored instruction for the needs, interests and abilities of all learners. 
The implementation of the discussed teaching and learning methods could be profoundly impactful, fostering learners engagement, learning, and overall well-being. However, real-world scenarios and external factors can pose substantial challenges to the effective application of these methods (Lave and Wenger, 1991). Large class sizes and resource limitations may hinder personalised interactions and creativity, while an overemphasis on standardised testing may narrow the curriculum focus (Koretz, 2017). Colvin (2010) implies that disruptive classroom behaviour and administrative pressures can divert attention from positive teaching methods, and the lack of professional development opportunities can limit teacher readiness. Socio-economic disparities, insufficient parental support, and negative school cultures further complicate the implementation (Hattie, 2012). Ultimately, time constraints, non-teaching responsibilities, and heavy workloads may also act as barriers to teaching and learning (Hattie, 2012). Recognising and addressing these challenges is crucial, as a collaborative effort among teachers, administrators, policymakers and communities is essential to create an environment where positive teaching and learning methods can effectively thrive, aligning with the broader goal of enhancing the quality of education (Datnow and Park, 2018).










Conclusion

Tripp’s (1993) critical incident methodology is continuously linked to the Professional Standards for teachers in Wales as it provides a framework for reflection. Reflecting on specific incidents encourages educators to analyse teaching experiences and consider their impact on learning and well-being (Tripp, 1993). This aligns with the Professional Standard of “Reflecting on practice.” (Gov Wales, 2019) Using the critical incident methodology, teachers can improve their professional development by identifying areas for improvement and engage in targeted learning, aligning to the standard of “Professional learning and development.” (Gov Wales, 2019) The methodology also helps educators assess the effectiveness of their teaching strategies and make improvements where necessary, which corresponds with the standard of “Teaching strategies.” (Gov Wales, 2019) By examining their communication within critical incidents, teachers can enhance their ability to communicate effectively with learners, colleagues, and parents, connecting to the standard of “Communication and collaboration.” (Gov Wales, 2019) Lastly, reflecting on critical incidents also enables teachers to consider the ethical aspects of their decisions and actions, aligning with the standard of “Ethical practice.” (Gov Wales, 2019)
In summary, Tripp’s (1993) critical incident methodology provides a structured approach to reflective practice and professional development, which can help teachers in Wales meet and exceed the professional standards in education (Gov Wales, 2019). It encourages a deeper understanding of teaching practices, ethics and communication whilst promoting ongoing improvement and growth, in line with these standards. 
Ultimately, within the context of this assignment, strong questioning can enable increased engagement and participation among learners (Vygotsky, 1980). By challenging learners to think critically and analytically, teachers can empower them to take a more active role in their own learning journey. This, in turn, leads to a shift in the nature of praise, from superficial person praise, to more meaningful acknowledgement of the effort and perseverance leaners invest in their academic pursuits (Dweck, 2017). To conclude, this shift not only nurtures a growth mindset but also reinforces the idea that success in education is not just about innate abilities, but about the dedication and determination to learn and grow (Gardner, 2012).
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