
 

Assignment ECAD6007- Student number: 1903197 

 

 “A critical incident evaluation with identification of 

next teaching and learning steps with focus on 

Behaviourism and Scaffolding through the use of a 

case study.” 

Introduction.  

This assignment has the purpose of analysing a critical incident which was gathered in the 

form of an observation which took place on the 26/9/19. Therefore, the critical incident will be 

explained and analysed through the several sections of this piece of work which will follow. 

The Observation section which has the purpose of providing school and class context for the 

reader which will be followed by the Methodology, which lays out the observation model 

used and what the process of the observation entailed. The Four Purposes section shows 

clear linking to Donaldson’s ‘Four Purposes’ to allow for critical analysis and not merely 

description. A literature review which will look at contributors on the topics of Behaviourism 

and Scaffolding. Finally, these will be followed by the reflection and evaluation stage, before 

concluding. An appendix will also be attached with Observation Field Notes and copies of 

the Assisted Reflective Conclusions model. 

This piece of work aims to show the importance of reflective teaching. This is considered to 

be the art of not only observing whether a result or success criteria was achieved or not but 

would also consider the circumstances and the theories behind the actions during the critical 

incident to gain a deeper, more intellectual understanding of pedagogy. Therefore, reflective 

teaching has become absolutely essential to a professional approach to practice (Tripp. D, 

2011).  

 

 

 



Observation.  

The location where this observation took place was in a city in South Wales. A mixed-

gender, English-medium community secondary school of around 450 students. With an 

average of 49.5% having free school meals as opposed to the average in Wales in 2016 of 

17.4%. Therefore, placing it the Yellow support category band in 2018. Therefore, there are 

issues that need to be taken into consideration when discussing this school in context 

(MyLocalSchool). As also confirmed by the previous Estyn report of April 2016, which 

confirmed that 70% of the pupils live in 20% most deprived areas in Wales as a whole 

(Estyn, 2016). 

For the purposes of anonymity this school will be referred to as School X for the remainder 

of this report in order to stay in line with the guidelines from BERA guidelines which state the 

importance of recognising ‘the entitlement of both institutions and individual participants to 

privacy, and should accord them their rights to confidentiality and anonymity’ (BERA 

guidelines, 2018, page 21). 

 Also, the pupil in question during this critical incident shall be only referred to as ‘Pupil X’ or 

in some cases by her gender. For further context, when Pupil X arrived at School X in year 

7, she had a reading age of that of a 7-year-old. Present day, at year 11 having a reading 

age of a 14-15-year- old as measured recently in a literacy and numeracy test. This 

illustrates the difficult circumstances facing the pupils and the school itself in said area and 

also the improvement in the pupils as a result of hard work from the staff.  

This observation took place in a low ability, year 11, English literature class. 21.1% of 

students achieving the level two threshold including English/Welsh and Maths at Key Stage 

4 in 2018 (Mylocalschool).  

Methodology.  

This research was carried out through the form of an observation. Although being a 

purposeful, systematic method of carrying out the process of gathering information, it also 

has some drawbacks; such as individuals changing their behaviour when they know they are 

being observed whether that is a change in productivity or behaviour in general, for the 

better or worse. This change in behaviour is known as the ‘Hawthorne Effect’, which is ‘the 

feeling of being observed or merely participating in an experiment can affect individuals’ 

behaviour’ (Schwartz. D, 2013). Furthermore, there is also the possibility for observer bias, 

whether that be towards a certain pupil, class or teacher, in this scenario (Kumar. R, 2005). 



Specifically, this observation took place through the style of a Non-participant observation, 

being a passive observer and not being involved, although other previously conducted 

observations had been conducted differently. This is so conclusions can be drawn up 

accurately without missing any details, about the critical incident in question. The 

methodology used will be that of a critical incident methodology.  

This assignment is therefore an investigation into a critical incident. Therefore, it is important 

that we recognise what the typical features are of a critical incident. A critical incident can 

normally be straightforward and often can be trivial and tends to occur in routine professional 

practice. They are not always dramatic and require analysis to make said incident critical. 

Critical incidents are produced by the way we analyse them, they are an interpretation of the 

significance of an event (Tripp. D, 1993).  

It is worth considering that due to the nature of this critical incident it is also possible for it to 

be extended into a case study as the incident developed throughout the lesson into 

something more substantial. A case study would involve more in-depth research with the aim 

to gain a rich, detailed understanding through a more thorough investigation (Thomas. G, 

2013) which would need to be bounded. This can be achieved ‘by observing the 

characteristics of the variable with the purpose of probing deeply, analysing the multifarious 

phenomena that constitute the life cycle of the variable with a view to establish 

generalisations about the wider population to which that variable belongs’ (Cohen et al. 

2000, quoted in Blaxter. L et al, 2010, p.72).  

 In this example this could be following a pupil through several classes throughout the 

course of the day to evaluate how the critical incident affected the pupil’s productivity and 

behaviour. However, due to the time parameters, it means that this observation could be 

extended and looked at in more detail thus highlighting a potential drawback of what a 

critical incident is; only a snapshot with little longitude.  

Four Purposes.  

The new drafted curriculum designed by Professor Graham Donaldson and the ‘Successful 

futures’ report, provides us with a clear framework of how the future of education in Wales 

shall be designed. At the centre of this curriculum will be designed around the Four 

Purposes. (Welsh Government, 2017).  These four purposes underpin what the curriculum 

wants pupils to be with a clear objective in mind. Providing a ‘straightforward, enduring 

statement of curriculum purposes for Wales’ (Donaldson. G, IN BRIEF, 2015). This is also 

supported by Kirsty Williams, the minister for Education in Wales, that this curriculum ‘will 



meet the needs of the future and that it is being designed by collaboration with schools and 

stakeholders alike’ (BBC NEWS, 28/01/19).  

In the case of this Incident, it is possible to question some aspects of the purposes here as 

the incident includes questionable ambition and commitment from pupil X. The critical 

incident involved pupil X arriving 15 minutes late to the class. Pupil X dragged her chair 

towards the table disrupting other pupils in the process and wanting to move fellow students 

‘off-task’.  

At 9:15 there was a late arrival in the classroom. The pupil then decided to drag her chair 

towards the table where she wanted to sit rather than pick it up. This was a clear effort made 

by the pupil to create an entrance which was not met with any discipline from the teacher, 

only the act of the teacher giving the pupil her work. Entry routine is the first aspect of what 

forms classroom culture. This is something that can set the tone for the success of a lesson. 

 ‘Entry routine is about making a habit out of what’s efficient, productive, and scholarly after 

the greeting and as the students take their seats the class begins’ (Lemov. D, 2010, p151). 

This builds upon the premise that students should know where to sit when they enter the 

classroom. Technique 28 from Lemov’s ‘Teach like a champion’ explains how assigning 

seats or allowing students to sign up for regular seats can reduce the amount of wasted time 

and effort in students choosing their seats at the start of every class.  

This caused a waterfall effect in terms of the pupil’s behaviour throughout the rest of the 

lesson. At 9:20, after continuous chatter, the pupil was then addressed by the teacher due to 

the amount of noise that was being created by the chatter. The way in which this was 

handled created minimum disruption to the class but did not cause the matter to cease. 

Therefore, one can argue for and against a section of the four purposes, as perhaps the 

pupil lacked ambition in this particular class, but the teacher knew pupil X to be a capable 

learner and wanted her to develop into an independent learner.  

The same pupil was ‘off task’ moments later as she handed out sweets to fellow classmates 

and drank an energy drink in the class. This proved to be a distraction not only to the teacher 

but to the other classmates in question. In order to put the pupil back ‘on task’, the teacher 

praised the pupil as she had previously received the highest grade in the class for this piece 

of year 11 graded work. Refer to the appendices, section 1 for more detail.  

 

 

 



Literature review.  

This literature review will cover questions and aspects of behaviourism and differentiation in 

relation to the critical incident in question. This will be constructed in a chronological manner 

with regards to the critical incident itself, then in a thematic manner when comparing the 

literature and research.  

Throughout the 19th century, educational psychology was dominated with the many theories 

behind the cognitive approach of learning in education, but in the early 20th century there 

was a shift towards behaviour instead of purely mental process (Tomic. W, 1993). This 

theory developed and became known as the Behaviourist school of thought. From the 1920s 

onwards, John B. Watson and many other behaviourists were becoming more influential. 

They proposed many new forms of learning which had a different view to the classical 

conditioning school of thought, formed by theorists such as E. B. Twitmyer with his ‘knee 

jerk’ reflex tests and Ivan Pavlov, with the infamous ‘Pavlov salivary reflex method’ (Clark. R. 

E, 2004).  Watson wrote a series of papers, based on animal psychology, called ‘Psychology 

as the Behaviourist views it.’ A man of assertiveness and conviction with regards to his 

views, Watson attacked both structuralism and functionalism, calling for psychologists at the 

time to abandon concepts deemed as unscientific, such as consciousness and introspection, 

and to join the behaviourist school of thought (Samelson. F, 1981).  

There were, however, theorists who disagreed with Watson. B.F. Skinner’s views were less 

extreme, his theory of behaviourism was originally based on the work by Edward Thorndike 

(1905). Thorndike had always been an advocate of the importance of objective studies of 

behaviour, his principal study tested reinforcement which created the ‘Law of Effect’, a 

theory which studied the learning of animals with the use of a puzzle box. This had a huge 

implication on the analysis of the theory of learning and psychology theory for several 

decades to follow as there was wide disagreement among practitioners at the time (Hull. C, 

1935).  

Skinner’s version of behaviourism would go on to be called ‘Radical behaviourism’. This 

concept was a sharp contrast to the more popular varieties of behaviourism. The occurring 

theme of Skinner’s objections to the early inroads of conventional behaviourism with logical 

positivism is seen throughout his work, including an early work on operationism in 1945. 

Skinner’s contrast of behaviourism drew criticisms from theorists such as Sigmund Koch. He 

noted that although there are certain differences existing between the two theories, Koch felt 

that the ‘Skinnerian’ position can be seen as being fundamentally inconsistent (Day, W.F., 

1992). 



Skinner was able to develop his work with animals and moved on to work with language and 

his paper ‘Verbal Behaviour’. The purpose of this being to apply an approach called 

‘behaviour modification’, this was considered to be a direct attempt to use operant, animal-

laboratory methods and concepts to alter behaviour in order for it to be socially acceptable 

(Michael, J, 1984). This work was analysed and reviewed extensively over the years but 

received limited praise. The most notable praise came from Charles Osgood and Charles 

Morris, who both cited the importance of the book with Osgood claiming that it is one of the 

top three most significant contributions to the field and was full of human behavioural 

insights (Osgood. C, 1959- found in MacCorquodale, K., 1969). ‘Verbal Behaviour’ However, 

there are also some vulnerabilities to the paper. It is considered to be merely a hypothesis 

by many as ‘Verbal Behaviour’ and its theory was never tested. Further criticism came from 

N Chomsky , who in one of three reviews of the paper, expressed his surprise at the 

limitations Skinner imposed on the manner of which the variables or observables of 

behaviour are to be studied plus the simplicity of the nature of the function, which is claimed 

by Skinner to describe the causation of behaviour (Chomsky. N, 1959). Finally, one should 

consider the political standpoint of Chomsky writing the reviews of ‘Verbal Behaviour’, as 

they did not affiliate themselves with the same political ideologies, which could have created 

some bias.  

An example of conditioning in effect can be seen with the critical incident. The fact that pupil 

X had arrived late to the classroom, then dragged the chair across the class, purposely 

drawing attention to herself and disrupting the class is an example of where conditioning had 

not taken place. (Consider school conduct here). Skinner argued in favour of immediate 

praise or discipline when seeking to change troublesome behaviour or in fact, encourage the 

correct type of behaviour required for the classroom (Omomia, O.A. and Omomia, T.A., 

2014). Which is quite different to the possibly tactical delay response from the teacher in this 

critical incident. This will be explored in more detail in the reflection stage.  

Reinforcement has been known to be a significant part of conditioning, deriving from 

Skinner’s work itself. In the critical incident, Pupil X moved off-task and began to disturb and 

distract other pupils to which the teacher responded by praising Pupil X’s work, as she had 

previously completed this task to the highest level in the class. This section of the critical 

incident combines sections of reinforcement; extinction or non-reinforcement- the disrupted 

behaviour being ignored by the teacher and also positive reinforcement- the fact that Pupil X 

was praised even though she was disrupting the class (Catania, A.C., 1984).  

Co-operation through communication (Ginott 1965, 1972) is a phenomenon which 

emphasises that the messages adults send, may have a profound effect on the self-



concepts pupils of any age form about themselves. However, there is a danger of teachers 

believing that by praising the pupils themselves, rather than their classroom behaviour and 

work, teachers may believe to be gaining control over those pupils in question which can 

lead to have an impact on their self-esteem dependency on what others think of them 

(Cangelosi. J. S., 1988).  

The solution to this can be found in the idea that praising or disciplining a student can be 

achieved in a more effective manner. Verbal and indeed written praise can be most effective 

when it is done on a quiet, individual basis (Cowley. S, 2001). This is thought to be the 

preferred method as it reduces the risk of a negative effect on the pupil or indeed the rest of 

the class. Being disciplined can demoralise a student if carried out in front of their peers and 

could cause a possible derailment to the rest of the class. Hence the importance of 

classroom culture, which has to involve clarity of purpose, order, clear standards and 

fairness, to name only a few elements which help to create a comfortable learning 

environment (McBer. H. Consultancy, 2001, Found in Skinner. D, 2010).  

Scaffolding is an important method of teaching which has become common practice. The 

concept of scaffolding has close parallels with that of the Zone of proximal development by 

Vygotsky in 1978. Vygotsky had rather deep political Marxist political views towards 

consciousness but the ZDP model pinpoints where pedagogy and intersubjectivity enter the 

Vygotskian picture (Bruner. J. S, 1997). The ZPD works its way through a series of three 

levels. Level 1 being ‘What the learner can do’, this focuses on the idea of what a learner is 

able to do unaided. The second level is the ‘Zone of proximal development’ itself, this 

represents how a person of more knowledge should interact with the learner. This is followed 

by the final level which is ‘beyond reach of the learner at present’ (Chaiklin, S., 2003). This is 

the level that learners need to reach through using different teaching methods.  

 

 

 

 

Fig1.1 (Image found at: Bekiryazici. M, 2015,  

‘Teaching Mixed-Level Classes with A Vygotskian Perspective’, p914).  

Pupil X moved ‘off-task’ very quickly, this is either due to the fact that she never actually 

settled into the class and was not in the frame of mind to work. Pupil X then began to disturb 

others by offering several of her fellow pupils in the class sweets. This may also be because 



of the type of activity or the way it was structured in general. It is possible to suggest that 

more effective scaffolding may have prevented this happening. Bruner, Ross and Wood 

(1976) were the key contributors to the art of scaffolding and is seen to consist of activities 

provided by the educator in order to support the learner as they are led through the zone of 

proximal development (Nordlof, J., 2014). Scaffolding is used in the daily act of teaching; 

however, a very important element of scaffolding is the fact that it is only designed to be 

temporary. It is aimed at enabling students to learn independently, teacher support must be 

withdrawn as the learners become more confident in their ability to complete the task alone 

(Hammond, J. and Gibbons, P., 2005).  

This is the end of the literature review; my personal thoughts will be presented in the 

reflection section and conclusion.  

Reflection. 

This section will represent my personal thoughts as reflection takes place regarding the 

focus of the critical incident and also identifying the next possible steps with some 

suggestions for what would be done in my own practice. This will not criticise the teaching 

during the critical incident, not to conflict with ethical practice.   

This reflection will be carried out using the reflective model designed by Gibbs (1988). Which 

is demonstrated below in figure 2.  

(Fig 2, Gibbs. G, 1988, The University of Edinburgh).  

 

 

This was an investigation into a critical incident using critical judgement to arrive at an 

analysis of the theories behind what was seen at the time. The recording of the critical 

incident happed at a secondary school in South Wales, during an English literature class, 



refer to the Observation section for more detail. I was the sole observer at the time and 

undertook a non-participant observation stance. This delivered on the success criteria of the 

observation in that I was able to record a critical incident as it took place in real time.   

With regards to the feelings section of this reflection. During the critical incident my personal 

feeling was that this was a successful class overall, which was in preparation for an English 

mock exam. Therefore, when considering feelings, we should also consider the fact the 

behaviour of the class may have been different due to the feeling of pressure of a nearing 

exam. As regards to Pupil X, it was clear that there was a feeling of frustration from the pupil 

from the moment she entered the room. This became evident during the lesson as her 

behaviour worsened and disrupted others, hence the creation of this critical incident.  

The evaluation of this critical incident is that it was a very successful one. I was able to 

gather all necessary information to create a fair analysis and reflection of the case, with the 

intention of being sensitive to the situations and different aspects at play in an everyday 

education context. Where this critical incident could have been improved is the fact that an 

extension would have allowed the critical incident to have developed into a case study. A 

case study would have provided more depth and therefore the opportunity to create a more-

rounded, accurate picture of the case. This could have been achieved by following Pupil X 

throughout her day to see whether the late arrival to the first class of the day, had a 

continued effect throughout the day.  

A simple analysis can be conducted from what has been learn from this experience. A 

learner arriving late into a classroom can cause further disruption if not welcomed 

accordingly and put ‘on-task’ quickly. This can be achieved through providing models such 

as physical representations of completed tasks, for example, an exemplar of a golden 

example paragraph (Sherrington. T, 2019). Failing to engage and discipline can cause the 

pupil’s misbehaviour to have a detrimental effect on the lesson and the other learners 

present.  

In terms of an action plan, there is enough evidence for me to agree with Skinner’s view in 

general that discipline meaning that any misbehaviour should be dealt with instantly to 

change the learner’s perception of acceptable behaviour, as discussed in the literature 

review. Which did not take place during the critical incident. However, according to education 

consultant and author Rogers, there is a technique called tactical ignoring. Tactical ignoring 

is a context-dependent skill and requires ignoring aspects of “Secondary Behaviour” and 

what is deemed to be not worthy of adding further attention and therefore disruption to the 

incident (Rogers. B, 2015). This may have been the case with the dragging of the chair in 

the critical incident in question. Therefore, this proves that there may have been more to the 



situation than what meets the eye. The importance of previous knowledge of a pupil cannot 

be underestimated and is certainly something that all teachers apply and is something which 

I have identified as being vital for my own teaching practice. The disadvantage of this of is 

that this is a technique which takes time, sometimes years to develop with certain pupils as 

you teach them through their secondary education. An investigation into the different 

sociologies associated with disruption in schools would be useful to give further insight of 

how to handle disruption in different contexts.  

 

Conclusion. 

As the introduction explained, during this piece of work, a critical incident has been analysed 

as the result of an observation being undertaken. The realisation that this work was of 

narrow focus is vital, as the nature of it alone signifies that it is merely a snapshot or an 

insight, therefore assumptions have been made in the research and analysis. However, this 

has still been a worthwhile analysis as it has created a new interest in my own learning 

towards teaching.  

This process of observation and analysis has taught me the importance of effective 

pedagogy. Not only the importance of having subject knowledge but also learning about the 

pupils themselves. How having prior knowledge of a pupil can influence your lesson plans or 

a personal development plan for a pupil in question. This links to the Professional Standards 

set out by the Welsh government, as the standard for effective pedagogy meaning that the 

teacher is constantly trying to secure the best possible outcomes for learners through 

refining teaching, influencing learners and methods of advanced learning (Welsh 

Government, 2018).  

This piece of work has helped me to realise how conditioning has been used throughout 

teaching for years and rightly so in some cases. The way it has helped form the foundations 

of classroom management with methods such as tactical ignoring. Furthermore, the 

emphasis on scaffolding correctly. This is a huge cornerstone of keeping pupils engaged and 

‘on task’. However, if I were to do this process again, I would prefer to have the chance to 

extend it into a full case study through a pupil trail or shadowing a pupil for example, to see 

whether their behaviour changed during the course of the day or whether a disrupted start 

could simply write their day off.  
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