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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.

Education in Wales is radically changing; armed with a renewed vision of success for all
learners, Welsh Government’s (WG) (2017) mission is to raise the standards and close the
attainment gap to prepare learners entering an ever-changing world. According to Hattie
(2012), former education systems have been too focused on programmes and resources
within school, rather than the key qualities that make a school successful. Furthermore,
Donaldson (2015) highlighted that poor attainment is due to inadequate assessment and lack
of continuity. WG (2017) accepted Donaldson’s (2015) recommendations and a new
progressive curriculum is currently underway and set to be fully implemented by 2022.
Donaldson (2015, p.71) proposes that ‘...all teaching and learning should be directed to
achieving four curriculum purposes.’ Successful implementation requires teachers to become
reflective practitioners. Understanding how children learn is an essential part of working within
education. For effectiveness, all professionals working with children need to have a clear
understanding of who they are teaching, not just the lesson content. Every child is unique and
has individual needs; therefore, understanding differences in learning is valuable to inform

successful practice (MacBlain, 2014).

As a student-teacher, engaging in critically reflective practice not only promotes professional
development, but ultimately enhances teaching and the overall learning in the classroom. This
assignment is based around a critical incident (refer to Appendix 3) observed in a classroom.
The aim is to look beneath the surface level of a typical incident or behaviour through critical
analysis, hence the term ‘critical incident’, to interpret the reasons behind the behaviour (Tripp,
1993). Through scrutiny, three areas were highlighted: behaviourism, attachment and well-
being. Research theories of child development offer different perspectives that provide an
overall insight into how children learn (Costley, 2006; MacBlain, 2014); through applying
theory to practice, a better understanding can be acquired to meet the needs of diverse pupils.
Following this, an assessment can be made of where the child is at, and next steps put in

place for progression.
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As the title suggests, the main focus of this assignment is a case study of an individual learner
to critically evaluate and identify next teaching and learning steps based on the observed
critical incident. On this basis, the methodology of research is qualitative rather than
quantitative. Qualitative research aims to understand human behaviour through participant,
or non-participant, observation; it involves interpreting a person’s actions by exploring

attitudes, behaviours and experiences in a natural setting (Hughes, 2003; Dawson, 2009).

There are different approaches to qualitative research, examples include: grounded theory,
case studies and action research. According to Engward (2013, p.37), ‘...grounded theory is
an inductive approach to research in which hypotheses and theories are generated from the
data collected’. Researchers immerse themselves in empirical fieldwork to generate theories
based on findings as opposed to testing a theory in real-life (Denscombe, 2014). In this
approach, the researcher cannot predetermine what is going to happen and adopts a neutral
stance. The idea is to explore the social incidents, observing people’s experiences, identifying

any problems that arise and how these issues are resolved (Engward, 2013).

Similarly, case studies look closely at the relationships and processes within a social setting.
Attention is not only focused on what happens, but also looks to explain why things occur; it
allows the researcher to look specifically at a situation (Denscombe, 2014). Although this
approach is appropriate, it can be very time consuming. Case studies are often in-depth and
explore past and present issues to generate a rich source of data; however, the focus will be
just on one critical incident observed in a class session (Adams et al, 2007). According to
Tripp (1993), a critical incident is not something that exists independently, it is a ‘typical’
situation interpreted as ‘critical’ after deeper analysis by the observer. A reflective, systematic
approach needs to be undertaken to address areas of need; this can be done through action
research (Hine, 2013).

Aveyard (2014) defines action research as a qualitative approach where practitioners
scientifically study the effect of their decisions and actions to identify how to improve their own
practice. This research strategy not only gains better understanding of the incident, but also
evaluates the impact on practice, it is ‘part and parcel of the research’ rather than an
‘afterthought’ (Denscombe, 2014). Comparably, all three methodologies have similarities and
are purposeful to ensure a thorough analysis and evaluation is undertaken so that teaching

practice becomes more effective as a result.

Page 2



ECADG6007 Student Number: 1450502
Word count: 4,400

There are several research methods to gather qualitative data: such as, in-depth interviews,
guestionnaires, focus groups and direct observations (Aveyard, 2014). Participant
observation is when the researcher becomes a part of the group being observed to collect
data. The advantages are to have first-hand experiences and observe events as they occur
in a real-life context, it helps to develop a better understanding of the behaviour and provides
an opportunity to ask questions (Aveyard, 2014; Kawulich, 2005). Conversely, being too
familiar can cause a lack of objectivity or focus on an incident, or a biased interpretation can
be formed based on own beliefs or conceptions. The researcher may miss important issues
due to preconceived norms, whereas a stranger would pay closer attention to the little things
(Kawulich, 2005). Alternatively, a non-participant observation technique can be used which
allows the researcher to observe what is going on without an active role in the situation.
Nevertheless, whilst observing, it is important to not be obtrusive as this may unintentionally
affect the behaviour of the group if they know they are being observed, thus invalidating the
data collected; also known as the Hawthorne effect (Adams et al, 2007; Encyclopedia.com,
2019).

Moreover, when researching, it is important to adhere to ethical considerations to protect those
participating in the research from any potential harm that can occur as a result. The British
Educational Research Association (BERA, 2018) have set out guidelines to ensure
educational researchers operate within a respect for others, and themselves, when
undertaking research. BERA (2018) believes that everyone should be treated fairly and
sensitively; individual rights and differences should be respected. Participants in the study
must be fully informed of the nature of the research, what the data is being used for and why.
Informed consent must be obtained with the understanding that the participants have a right
to withdraw from the research at any time. In addition, any sensitive data should be
confidential and anonymised so that it cannot be traced back to the participant or
establishment. Many large-scale research projects have to apply for consent from an ethics

committee and are unable to proceed until permission granted.

Prior to undertaking observations, written and oral explanations of the nature of the research
were sent to the headteacher at the school to obtain consent. Furthermore, written consent
from parents was already acquired at the start of the school year to perform observations

during the academic year for assessment purposes. A total of four observations were carried
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out in the Foundation Phase; Year 1 (28 pupils aged between five and six years) and Year 2
(31 pupils aged between six and seven years), both classes have a higher percentage of boys
than girls. Field notes were taken in each class to gather data to record everything observed
in a session along with a subsequent reflection using a specific model (Assisted Reflective
Conclusions (ARC)), which can all be seen in the labelled appendices. Initially, notes were
taken as a non-participant; however, during the observation (Appendix 3), it was necessary to
become an active participant to help control the behaviour of the child (Appendix 4). Whereas
Kawulich (2005) suggests this could be disadvantageous; in this instance, it was beneficial as
it gave a deeper insight into the behaviour of the child.

To provide further context, the school is located within a deprived area of Wales where most
pupils live in the vicinity. There are 239 pupils on roll, aged between three and eleven years.
They are organised into eight classes starting with nursery, available for three and four-year-
olds who initially attend school on a part-time basis, up to Year 6. In addition, the school has
a Flying Start provision on site for children aged two years until eligibility to start nursery.
Around 29% of pupils are eligible for free school meals, which is much higher than the national
average of 22%. Just under half of the pupils speak English as an additional language and
approximately 30% of pupils have additional learning needs, which is higher than the Wales
average (21%). Furthermore, there are currently 14 pupils who have statements of
educational needs (Estyn, 2014; My Local School, 2019).

In line with BERA (2018) guidelines, all names have been anonymised with pupils allocated a
letter, for example Child A, and teachers have been referred to as a class teacher. After
analysing the completed field notes, critical incidents were identified; however, due to word
count restrictions, this assignment will focus on just one (refer to Appendix 3). To ensure the
reliability and validity of the literature, peer-reviewed journals, academic literature books and
reputable online sources will be used to form the basis of the literature review (Cryer, 2006)
and the implications to the new curriculum’s four purposes will be discussed (Donaldson,
2015).

Firstly, Aveyard (2014) defines a literature review as a comprehensive study of collected works
related to a specific topic. Using a systematic approach, the aim is to synthesise all the

information from different sources to form an overall interpretation of the critical incident
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(University of Leicester, 2019). The following incident was observed in Year 2 (retrieved from
Appendix 3):

Child A was exhibiting destructive behaviour throwing objects, was
visibly upset and demanding to go home, refusing to take part in
activities. The teacher explained that Child A has cerebral palsy, often
‘acts out’ and becomes aggressive in a bid to be sent home. The
previous year, Child A would be sent home for aggression to ensure
the safety of peers. However, due to low attendance this has been
stopped. The teacher explained that he could not move the child’s peg

as a consequence as this would escalate the situation.

For critical analysis, the following areas have been identified: firstly, behaviourism, with
attention to operant conditioning; secondly, possible attachment difficulties due to motor
disability; and finally, the impact this could be having on the child’s overall well-being. This
incident was deemed ‘critical’ in relation to Donaldson’s (2015) recommendations for the four

purposes of the new curriculum for Wales 2022.

Four purposes were recommended to equip children and young people with the necessary
skills to thrive in today’s society by promoting high aspirations in young learners, building on
strengths and desires to achieve. The new curriculum aims to holistically develop the type of
learners who are ‘...ambitious, capable learners; enterprising, creative contributors; ethical,
informed citizens; and healthy, confident individuals’ (Donaldson, 2015, p.29; WG, 2017).
Each purpose has key characteristics that need to be developed through the curriculum to
enable learners to be successful. With reference to the incident, Child A demonstrates that
achieving some of the aspects in all four could potentially be unattainable if this behaviour
continues; consequently, having a detrimental impact to the child’s holistic development. This
assumption will be rationalised, in connection with the characteristics deemed unattainable,

during the course of the literature review and justified through theory.

In terms of child development and learning theories, there are three main theories that offer
differing perspectives on the needs of children and how they learn: these are constructivism,
behaviourism and humanism (Costley, 2006). However, it is important to recognise that there
is not just one theory that can be applied to everyone, for example there is no ‘one size fits
all. Nevertheless, each approach has contributed to understanding how children learn (Ryan
and Grieshaber, 2004; MacBlain, 2014). After careful consideration, the behaviour Child A
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has shown reveals that behaviourism and attachment theory are more suited to interpret why
the child responded in this way.

The main area identified in the incident was the child’s destructive behaviour and lack of
discipline; therefore, this will be discussed first using behaviourism theory to interpret the
behaviour. In psychology, behaviouristic approaches dominated the first half of the twentieth
century (O Siochrd, 2018). The principle of behaviourism assumes that the learner is passive,
an ‘empty vessel’, who responds to environmental stimuli and through reinforcement the
responses become learned behaviours (Learning Theories, 2019). Watson studied the
conditioned reflex of human behaviour and believed in three basic emotional responses: fear,
rage and love. Watson'’s research involved 11-month old Albert who was exposed to a range
of stimuli to observe his responses. When Albert experienced distress at a loud noise, Watson
proceeded to present the noise with the addition of a rat. After a few trials, the rat was
presented minus the noise; however, Albert still responded with fear. Although this trial would
be deemed unethical today, it did prove Watson’s theory that emotional responses are learned
and not instinctive (Moore, 2017). Examining the incident, at first it was unclear why Child A
was distressed, the teacher provided some clarity which sparked the assumption that the
behaviour is a result of a conditioned response. As Watson’s theory suggests, Child A had
learned from the previous year that rage and anger would result in being sent home. Despite

this, the teacher went against the child’s wishes causing the behaviour to spiral out of control.

Whereas Watson suggests the stimulus-response is fixed, Skinner believed that learners’
responses are interchangeable. Although influenced by Watson, Skinner believed that
responses could be conditioned through positive and negative reinforcement, and developed
the concept of operant conditioning (MacBlain, 2014). In education, Skinner’s theory is widely
used as a behaviour strategy to achieve the desired responses from learners by means of
rewards; positive reinforcement including verbal praise or prizes; and sanctions as negative
reinforcement, such as withdrawal from an activity. Through repetition of these actions,
behaviours can be modified. The child learns that positive behaviour will result in good things
happening; likewise, negative behaviour will result in a consequence (Cremin and Burnett,
2018). Ideally the child would want to receive more positive reinforcement; thus, the negative
behaviour will decrease. The child learns that there are consequences for their actions.
Despite this, the teacher was unable to operate the class’ behaviour strategy as this would
have added ‘fuel to the fire’. In retrospect of Donaldson’s (2015, p.30) purpose of becoming
an ethically informed citizen, one of the key characteristics is to ‘...understand and consider

the impact of their actions when making choices and acting’. Consequently, the absence of
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negative reinforcement will not teach Child A the effects of his actions; therefore, Child A will
not learn the correct response and the respectful way to behave towards others.

The second area identified in the incident was attachment difficulties which could be a result
of the cerebral palsy. Firstly, the National Health Service (NHS, 2019) describes cerebral
palsy as an umbrella term for a group of lifelong conditions that affect movement and co-
ordination. Although the exact cause of this condition is not clear, medical experts believe the
cause is trauma to the brain that occurs before, during or soon after birth. According to
Ketelaar et al (2008), parents of children with cerebral palsy can often experience high levels
of stress and find it difficult to cope with the caregiving demands. This can have a negative
impact on the overall mental health of the primary caregiver; thus, having an impact on the
child’'s development (Howe, 1995). Furthermore, Bombér (2007) suggests that the quality of

attachment between a child and parent can be compromised if the child has a disability.

Attachment theory aims to understand the relationship between a child and primary caregiver
(usually the mother). Over the years, many researchers and practitioners have explored, re-
formulated and added to the vast amount of increasing literature to attachment theory that
exists today. According to Prior and Glaser (2006), attachment theory is based on the bond
between the child and the caregiver and the need for protection, care and security (Rothbaum
et al, 2002). Suffice it to say, attachment is more than meeting basic needs, such as feeding;

love, attention and comfort are also needed to form a secure attachment.

Bowlby’s attachment theory has influenced educational provision for learners who display anti-
social behaviour. Many local authorities have established nurture groups in primary schools
to help children build positive relationships, to feel secure and encourage children to discuss
feelings to develop autonomy (Cremin and Burnett, 2018). Ainsworth, co-researcher of
Bowlby, developed attachment classifications, they are: ‘securely attached’, ‘insecurely
attached: avoidant’ and ‘insecurely attached: ambivalent’. A child who is securely attached
demonstrates a preference for the primary caregiver, but is able to feel safe and secure when
around others or exploring their environment, safe in the knowledge that they have a secure
base to return to. With the ‘insecurely attached: avoidant’ classification, the child becomes
overly distressed and anxious when separated from the primary caregiver. Lastly, a child’s
response who has an ambivalent insecure attachment is inconsistent following separation
from the primary caregiver (MacBlain, 2014). A later classification of ‘disorganised’ was added
by Main and Solomon in 1986 as it became apparent that some children did not fit into
Ainsworth’s original categories. A child who has a disorganised, insecure attachment often

exhibit contradictory patterns of behaviour when dealing with the stress of separation.
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Children in this category often have the greatest difficulties in later childhood and adolescence
(Prior and Glaser, 2006).

Considering Ainsworth’s theory, it is possible that Child A could have an avoidant insecure
attachment. Child A is aged between six and seven years old but still exhibits a form of
separation anxiety. If a secure attachment is succeeded in infancy, the fear of separation from
the parent diminishes. Separation anxiety is a developmental stage that usually subsides by
the age of two years; however, this anxiety can return in times of stress or unfamiliar situations
(MedlinePlus, 2019). With consideration, Child A was not in an unfamiliar situation that
warranted the need to be with a parent at that time; hence, the assumption of attachment
issues as the child was overly distressed in the situation. Alternatively, it is possible that the
child has a disorganised attachment; however, there is a strong correlation between the
avoidant and disorganised classification as both exhibit aggression and hostility towards
others. On the other hand, those in the disorganised category tend to have caregivers who

are suffering some sort of depression (Prior and Glaser, 2006).

Bombér (2007) states that longitudinal studies have emphasised that children who are
securely attached to their parent or caregiver fare better in their personal, social and emotional
development. For instance, higher self-esteem, independence and a sense of autonomy,
resilience and the ability to self-regulate emotions, the ability to build positive relationships and
have a sense of empathy towards others. Correspondingly, Howard et al (2017) states that
children with attachment difficulties are likely to present with behaviour problems in the
classroom and find it difficult to form relationships. Additionally, children with an insecure
attachment can have elevated cortisol (stress response hormone) levels, even in mild
situations, which can initiate the ‘fight, flight or freeze’ response. Child A was clearly
distressed after being separated from his mother and initiated the fight response to be sent
home. One of Donaldson’s (2015, p.30) characteristics for a healthy, confident individual is

‘

that the learner can ‘...form positive relationships based upon trust and mutual respect’.
Children with attachment issues struggle to form positive relationships as they have difficulties
trusting others; therefore, Child A would not attain this part of the proposed curriculum (Prior

and Glaser, 2006).

Furthermore, Child A was quite reluctant to take part in any activities; hence, the aggression
could have been used as an avoidant strategy. Although there was no learning activity at that
time (assembly), it cannot be ruled out that the child may be reluctant to take part, or be in
school, due to reasons other than attachment. This would need to be investigated further to

check if there are any additional learning needs other than motor development.
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Notwithstanding, the more reluctance there is to join in learning activities, the lesser the
knowledge obtained; as a result, Child A will not be able to develop into Donaldson’s (2015)
vision of an ambitious, capable learner or enterprising, creative contributor. Key
characteristics of the two require the learner to build up a body of knowledge and apply the
skills in a creative way. A child who has attachment difficulties is unable to progress in their
learning (Bomber, 2007).

Finally, the new curriculum aims to holistically develop learners, this includes the child’s overall
health and well-being. Donaldson (2015) and the WG (2017) aspire to create the type of
learners who are resilient and benefit from high levels of well-being. Notably, there is a strong
correlation between physical disabilities and mental health problems (Howard et al, 2017).
Laevers research focuses on emotional development and well-being and how these affect
learning (Allen and Gordon, 2011). Children with low levels of emotional well-being find it
difficult to concentrate or engage fully in activities (Pound, 2009). Having a motor disability
could limit the child’s ability to fully interact with peers and the physical environment. Child A
may start to become frustrated that he cannot do the same as his peers and develop low self-
esteem. With the added suspicion of attachment difficulties, Child A may find it difficult to
make friends which will also affect his social development (Grant et al, 2010).

As aforementioned, professionals working with children need to embark on reflective activities
to ensure effective teaching and learning. Reflective practice helps professionals to improve
practice, develop skills and address the next steps to move learning or difficult situations
forward. Learning through successes and mistakes is important for professional development.
Using a critical incident technique helps improve performance of both teachers and learners.
By breaking down the incident, professionals can evaluate what went wrong and how to
improve things in future to progress (Hargreaves and Page, 2013). As a student-teacher,
statutory professional standards must be met for teaching and learning to gain qualified
teacher status (QTS). The standard for professional learning requires teachers to reflect on

practice to extend knowledge, skills and understanding (WG, 2018).

To critically reflect, there are several models that can be used to systematically reflect on the
experience. Reflection is mainly triggered by negative feelings; therefore, it makes sense that
reflection models tend to focus on the feelings during the experience. For example, Gibbs
(1988) model (cited in Johns, 2013) is a reflective circle that starts with a description of what
happened, feelings at the time, an evaluation of what was good and bad, an analysis to make

sense of the situation, a conclusion of what could have been done differently and finally, an

Page 9



ECADG6007 Student Number: 1450502
Word count: 4,400
action plan of what to do if the situation happened again. Gibb represented this as a circle to
stress the importance that reflection is continuous (Johns, 2013).

For this assignment, a similar format was used for reflection via the ARC model (refer to
Appendix 3). Following analysis, it is believed that Child A may not achieve the purposes of
the new curriculum due to behaviour problems, attachment difficulties and poor emotional

well-being. As a result, the next teaching and learning steps identified are as follows:

Child A regularly displays unruly behaviour as a conditioned response to be sent home. The
school have disallowed this due to attendance; however, the current behaviour system for
negative reinforcement cannot be used in fear of escalating the aggression. Positive
Behaviour Support (PBS) is one approach that could be used to change the behaviour. Unlike
the peg system, the focus is based on teaching the child alternative behaviour rather than
using punishment. A Behaviour Support Plan (BSP) should be implemented to provide
carers/teachers with a step-by-step guide of when and how to intervene to prevent the
challenging behaviour keeping the child and others safe from harm. Consistent use allows
the child to learn a more appropriate way of communicating needs (Challenging Behaviour
Foundation, 2019).

Child A has possible attachment difficulties and is unable to self-regulate emotions triggered
by separation from his mother. There are a variety of techniques that could be used to help
the child calm himself; however, before attempting these it is important to not be dismissive of
the behaviour. The teacher needs to empathise with how the child is feeling and model the
appropriate way to respond to these feelings (Bombeér, 2007). The child needs to be able to
interpret and communicate his feelings; this can be taught using the Zones of Regulation
framework. The framework is a systematic, behavioural approach that categorises feelings
and provides strategies to control emotions based on four coloured zones: red zone is for
anger, rage or terror; yellow zone is for stress, anxiety or excitement; green zone is for happy
and focused on learning; and finally, the blue zone is for sad, tired or bored (Kuypers, 2019).
A ‘calm box’ to help relieve anxiety could be made with an assortment of suggested activities
with visual cues incorporating each of the senses; for example, listen to some music or make
the longest worm out of playdough. Eventually, the child will find the best strategy to calm
himself down (Bombér, 2007).

Child A may have poor well-being due to condition and attachment issues. As
aforementioned, many schools provide nurture groups which would be beneficial for the child

to have access (Cremin and Burnett, 2018). A collaboration between the parents and school
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is necessary to provide ongoing pastoral support. Communication between both can help
determine any issues at home and support can be provided to help the child cope and build
emotional resilience (Moraru and Voicu, 2019).

In conclusion, the aim of this assignment was to conduct an observation to identify a critical
incident and identify next teaching and learning steps. The incident was analysed throughout
the literature review with consideration to the implications of achieving the four purposes of
the new curriculum (Donaldson, 2015). Key areas identified were behaviourism, attachment
and well-being. In accordance with the QTS standards for professional learning, the incident
was reflected upon and suggestions for next teaching and learning steps identified. If the
suggestions are implemented, Child A will learn to use alternative behaviour, learn to self-
regulate and build resilience. Successful, consistent implementation should help increase the
chance of attaining the characteristics of the four purposes; thus, achieving holistic

development.
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