
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 essay will be discussing a critical incident that was observed during a lesson in 

a classroom. It will focus on the cause of the critical incident and how observing and learning 

from the critical incident can develop teaching and understanding based on what was 

witnessed from the pupil and the teacher. It will describe the school environment in which 

the critical incident took place (it will also be pertinent in this section to briefly and discreetly 

explain the pupil background as this, likely, has a bearing on the pupil behaviour), and 

discuss the way the observation method developed from non-participation to participation 

and the importance of this development. Referencing Professor Graham Donaldson, this 

particular critical incident links into creating a “healthy, confident individual” and an 

“ambitious and capable learner” (Donaldson, 2015) and it will be discussed why it is 

important that pupils are healthy and confident, querying the importance of wellbeing versus 

attainment. The literature review will look into non-verbal communication from the teacher to 

the pupil and the importance of a good relationship. This will then lead into using positive 

language to discuss an incorrect answer and the positive effect it can have on pupil 

wellbeing. Pankonin & Myers suggest that teachers who encourage eye contact (non-verbal 

communication), give direct tasks and provide positive feedback can encourage and 

motivate pupils to engage in their work and improve upon their behaviour. (Pankonin & 

Myers, 2019). This will be followed by an in-depth look into the matter of engagement in the 

classroom, the importance of engagement, and whether in some cases it is better for the 

teacher to take a more pastoral approach to a disengaged pupil rather than an academic 

approach. After reaching an informed and researched opinion on these matters, the essay 

will look at how one can develop a teaching style to reflect on the importance of student 

wellbeing to engagement.  

The critical incident took place in a medium mixed secondary school in South Wales 

teaching through an English-medium to ages 11-18 (Estyn, 2013). The observed class were 

in Year 9 and had 23 pupils. According to My Local School, the population of the school in 

2018 was 1219 with 8.1% of these pupils having access to free school meals (Welsh 

Government, 2018); this is in comparison to the figure quoted in a report from September 

2018 stating that 20% of children in Wales currently meet the requirement for free school 



meals (Childrens Society, n.d). The most recent Estyn report from 03/12/2013 shows that 

the school was rated as ‘good’ (many strengths and no important areas requiring significant 

improvement) for current performance and ‘good’ for prospects for improvement.  

BERA guidelines stipulate that “the confidential and anonymous treatment of 

participants’ data is considered the norm for the conduct of research.  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). Therefore, 

there will be no specific school, pupil or teacher details mentioned throughout this essay. It is 

important to mention here the relevant background of the pupil who which the observation 

was focussed on, henceforth known as ‘pupil A’. All four of the observers were told prior to 

the observation that pupil A has had a difficult childhood and is currently a looked after child. 

Pupil A is not able to see their mother often or at all (I can not say with absolute certainty) 

due to difficulties on her behalf and has recently been separated from their sibling, who is 

also a looked after child. Pupil A has been known to run away from home and to put up an 

emotional barrier, with suggestions that they are unable to understand or process their 

emotions at the same level of another child of their age. The father of pupil A was not 

mentioned during the briefing so there could be an assumption that he is not involved in 

pupil A’s life at present. This information is pertinent as it likely explains the issues that pupil 

A has with regards to behaviour, but also because it could be beneficial into understanding 

the best way to help pupil A develop academically, socially and emotionally.  

Four official observations were carried out and the forms discussing these 

observations can be found as appendix 1, 2, 3, and 4 but for the purpose of the essay, the 

relevant form will be appendix 1. There are also four reflection forms attached as appendix 

5, 6, 7, and 8. Prior to the observation for this essay, a number of observational methods 

were researched to ensure that the best one was being used for this specific observation. 

This critical incident observation could loosely be described as a case study. According to 

McLeod, a case study is an “in-depth investigation(s) of a single person, group, event or 

community.” (McLeod, 2019). Cohen and Manion discuss case studies in the sixth edition of 

their book ‘Research Methods in Education’ and mention how a case study observes a real 

life situation in a real life context and from a unique experience (Cohen, et al., 2007). They 

use research from Hitchcock and Hughes (Hitchcock and Hughes, 1995, as cited in Cohen, 

et al. 2007) and highlight main characteristics of a case study including how the best result 

comes from an observer who is participant in the observation. This is further enhanced by 

Geertz (Geertz, 1973b, as cited in Cohen, et al. 2007) who suggests that case studies 

enable a “close up” therefore, a close up perspective is better enhanced through 



involvement in the situation. However, Cohen and Manion also discuss a number of bullet 

points that a case study will have, most of which were not explicitly or intentionally included 

in this particular observation, such as pre-determined boundaries that would shape the case 

study itself. For example, the critical incident observed was “shaped by …institutional 

arrangements” (Cohen, et al. 2007) as it occurred in a school environmental which naturally 

shaped the behaviours and responses. However, this was not decided but was pre-

determined due to the fact that this was not independent research but was a part of 

university organised research. Although there was a limited time for the observation, it can 

still be justified as a case study because as soon as an incident looked like it could be 

developed, time and attention was then devoted to this incident during the observation to 

understand the cause and repercussions. Furthermore, a lot of post-observation time was 

dedicated to looking deeper into the incident in order to develop further knowledge by 

looking at research and building a case in support or defence of the prior mentioned topics. 

The observation began, and was intended as, a non-participant observation. 

However, within minutes of being in the classroom, pupil A began engaging with me as an 

observer by talking to me frequently throughout the lesson to the point where I had to reply 

and eventually began discussing pupil A’s work with them and trying to encourage work to 

take place. This meant that fairly soon into the observation, it became participant. Although 

this was not the intent, it was beneficial as it enabled an enhanced understanding of pupil A. 

DeWalt and DeWalt suggest that participant observation may be hindered by gender which 

was informed by research (Kawulich, 2005). In this case, it is possible that this worked in my 

favour as there was a chance that pupil A felt more relaxed in my presence, although this 

could have been coincidental. The teacher was also a women and pupil A responded well to 

her when communicating but it would have been useful to see pupil A with a variety of 

teachers of both genders to ascertain whether gender has an impact on their behaviour or 

not. Cohen and Manion suggest that participant observational methods can enable the 

researcher to build a rapport with those being observed, allowing a more natural setting 

(Cohen, et al. 2007). This could be of importance with regards to pupil A as they were sat 

directly next to me whilst I observed and was clearly relaxed with me observing. However, I 

do believe that their actions would have been the same with or without an observer present, 

which is vital to this kind of research.  

The critical incident itself occurred during a year 9 English lesson. Pupil A arrived late 

but their seat was pre-determined, whether via a class seating plan, pupil choice or 

individual seating plan is unknown. As previously discussed, pupil A has had a difficult 

childhood and is known by all teachers in the school, not necessarily as a trouble maker but 



as one to ‘keep an eye on’. Pupil A’s behavioural difficulties tend to be low level with minimal 

class-wide disruption, often only distracting those in the immediate area around them but 

seemed keen to talk to anyone who would listen. The focus of this observation was that pupil 

A was constantly distracted and disengaged. Pupil A was happy to work when prompted by 

the teacher, or in some cases by myself, too but would quickly lose interest and start talking, 

swinging on their chair, playing with their drinks bottle and other minor displays of 

disengagement. Pupil A would put their hand up or shout out if they knew an answer to a 

question but would otherwise be distracted. Pupil A seemed capable and did not display any 

obvious signs of struggling nor of not being challenged enough but just seemed to not want 

to do the work. They appeared to be interested in the topic as they were asking questions 

that were not necessarily relevant to the task at hand so the exact cause of the 

disengagement is not explicitly clear. The teacher seemed to have a good relationship with 

pupil A and pupil A would generally be quite responsive to direct orders. A notable instance 

was a particular use of non-verbal communication – the teacher had called the class out for 

too much talking and the whole class except for pupil A went silent. Pupil A began to spell 

out silence in a bid for laughs however, one stern look from the teacher and pupil A 

apologised in a small voice and was then quiet. The teacher would use positive feedback to 

discuss an incorrect answer (not just with pupil A but with the whole class) and encouraged 

pupil A to learn from what they did wrong and try again – pupil A began a second attempt 

but quickly lost interest. They did respond well to the encouragement and appeared to 

understand how they could improve. 

The intent from the teacher appeared to be to encourage pupil A to become an 

“ambitious, capable learner” (Donaldson, n.d) by not pushing them too hard to answer all of 

the questions on the worksheet handed out. The teacher would encourage pupil A, but often 

left them to their own devices whether this was due to trust or knowing that constant berating 

would not help pupil A – either way this kind of independent learning encourages Professor 

Donaldson’s purpose of creating an ambitious learner, however, the pupil did not readily 

engage with this and was quite happy to not do the work when left unsupervised. This 

challenges and puts into question Professor Donaldson’s aim to create independent learners 

who need little encouragement from teachers – it is clear that some pupils still need 

guidance and supervision. It may be more beneficial in the case of pupil A to focus on 

enabling them to become a “healthy, confident individual… ready to lead fulfilling lives (life)” 

(Donaldson, n.d). It will be discussed later in the essay whether in some cases it is more 

important to focus on pastoral support rather than academic support but for the purpose of 

current discussion it is relevant to suggest that, given the clear lack of engagement as 

described above, to be able to give some pupils the opportunity to become at least one of 



Professor Donaldson’s four “purposes” then to be “healthy” and “confident” is the most 

important as it could be seen as the most attainable and could have the most emotional 

developmental gain.  

From observation, an assumption could be made that pupil A requires a good pupil-

teacher relationship to respond well to instructions and discipline. The instant reaction that 

pupil A had to one stern look from their teacher suggests that they have built a good 

relationship. Salah Ali Mohammad Ali indicates that a successful relationship requires 

communication “both personally and professionally” (Mohammad Ali, 2011). Ali goes on to 

argue that non-verbal communication is necessary in a classroom environment and 

highlights some key positive outcomes (Mohammad Ali, 2011). There is little counter-

argument provided by Ali; however the relevance of his research is that communication and 

relationships go hand-in-hand. Canan P. Zeki also states that “most interpersonal 

communication is nonverbal” (Zeki, 2008) and that by establishing a solid relationship and 

strong non-verbal communication skills, there is less chance of a pupil disengaging – i.e. if 

they will feel confident and comfortable looking at the teacher then they are less likely to 

allow their eyes to wander around the room. This is important to consider when discussing 

engagement in the classroom and how a good pupil-teacher relationship can promote 

engagement. In fact, Zeki’s research goes on to show that 15 university students found that 

maintaining eye contact with their teacher enabled motivation and concentration (Zeki, 

2008), although it must be taken into account that this was the perception of university 

students, as opposed to secondary school students.  

There are some drawbacks to non-verbal communication. Dr Anjali Hans and 

Emmanuel Hans discuss many advantages such as time efficiency and the fact that it can 

be beneficial to those who are illiterate but they also suggest some disadvantages. For 

instance, unless the non-verbal communication is crystal clear then there is a danger of 

misunderstanding or misinterpreting and it is difficult to end a ‘discussion’ as there is no 

clear or definitive marker to signal an end to a non-verbal conversation (Hans & Hans, 

2015). This is a particular struggle to consider for a teacher as it could mean that not only 

may a pupil misunderstand a non-verbal instruction and continue misbehaving or not paying 

attention, but it may also mean that they could continue observing the teacher’s face for 

further ‘conversation’. If the teacher, in their mind, has ceased communicating but still 

displays facial expressions subconsciously, this could result in a pupil misinterpreting these 

expressions which, if negative, could hinder pupil-teacher relationship. With regards to pupil 

A, a danger of them misinterpreting a negative facial reaction could have serious detrimental 

effects on their emotional development and trust boundaries. However, most of the studies 



and research have shown that non-verbal communication is likely to have a positive effect. 

One study found that teachers who used non-verbal communication as well as verbal 

communication were more likely to have a positive and “profound” impact on students’ mood 

(Bambaeeroo & Shokrpour, 2017), which would in turn have an impact on students’ 

wellbeing.  

Another impact on student wellbeing can come from the type of feedback provided. 

Pupil A had written something that was incorrect on their worksheet but rather than telling 

them that they were wrong and to try again, the teacher instead pointed out what was good, 

why it was good and how pupil A could improve the answer without telling them exactly what 

to do. Pupil A seemed to respond well to this and tried to amend their work accordingly 

before getting distracted again. This can be linked again to pupil-teacher relationships as 

there has been research into how positive and negative feedback can impact relationships. 

For instance, teachers who use positive feedback are more likely to form a closer bond with 

their students whereas teachers providing negative feedback are more likely to clash with 

their students (Pankonin & Myers, 2019). However, Pankonin and Myers do go on to 

suggest that praising and positive feedback can have an adverse effect because if the praise 

is given too frequently, the pupil receiving it could grow to expect it which could negatively 

impact their confidence when or if they do not receive it. Furthermore, it could instil 

overconfidence in the pupil who could not only overestimate their ability, but underestimate 

and undermine the ability of their peers who may not receive the same level of praise 

(Pankonin & Myers, 2019). 

There has been research to suggest that pupils with Emotional Behavioural Disorder 

(EBD) are less likely to receive the same warmth and affection and positive feedback that 

their teacher may give to those without EBD (Sprouls, 2011). Whilst I can not be sure that 

pupil A has an EBD, it was implied that they had some sort of stunted emotional growth. 

Despite this research and evidence, pupil A was not given any less praise than their peers in 

the class, that I noticed. It would have been useful to see pupil A in a variety of settings to 

find out whether it was this specific teacher that does provide positive feedback regardless 

of behavioural or emotional difficulties or whether this has become an unofficial school-wide 

policy. Pupil A responded well to the manner in which the teacher spoke to them, with the 

teacher rarely raising her voice or shouting directly at pupil A, who may have responded 

negatively to this kind of treatment. Further studies have shown that pupils who have been 

on the receiving end of praise and positivity are more likely to excel academically, with less 

variation in grades between those with EBD and those without EBD (Sprouls, 2011). 



Although praise clearly has a positive impact and there has been some research to 

suggest that it would in turn encourage improved behaviour and engagement (Pankonin & 

Myers, 2019), this is not always the case. Pupil A received positive and constructive 

feedback to an incorrect answer, seemed to enjoy and understand the topic and appeared to 

have a good pupil-teacher relationship yet was still keen to avoid doing work and instead talk 

to and distract those around them.  This begs the question, is it more important to change 

tactics with pupil A and be more firm and strict with them in order to get them to improve 

academically (if they have the potential), or whether it would be better to allow pupil A to 

coast along, to allow pupil A to disengage with no repercussions but to ensure happiness 

and wellbeing? In other words, is wellbeing more important than attainment?  

In Motivating the Difficult to Teach, Galloway et al. discuss Deborah Stipek’s model 

of a demotivated pupil whose main and overriding issue is the fact that she lacks confidence 

in her ability and that pupils with no confidence are the most difficult to motivate (Galloway, 

et al., 1998). Given pupil A’s homelife and background, it is possible that this is the issue 

that they have. As previously mentioned, pupil A did not seem to be struggling with the work 

and the teacher was kind and patient, but if pupil A has been struggling with all-round 

confidence, it would be hard to overcome these confidence issues with positive feedback 

alone. Galloway et al. suggest that the least likely to be motivated come from less supportive 

backgrounds (such as the case with pupil A) and that in that instance, it is the responsibility 

of the school to provide adaptive motivational methods and the extra support necessary to 

enable the demotivated pupils to excel (Galloway, et al., 1998). Furthermore, Ian Gilbert 

argues that not only does the teacher have to work to their own full potential and trust 

wholeheartedly in the school, but they also have to ensure that they are sending pupils 

home filled with optimism. “No matter what it says on paper, if they believe that they are 

capable of a great deal… then that is the reality they will end up with” (Gilbert, 2002). Again, 

this puts the emphasis on the school to encourage and boost pupils’ self-confidence. If 

pupils are taught and encouraged to be proud of what they have done and if they have tried 

their best, then that would surely have a positive effect on their mental and emotional 

wellbeing.  

Alexia Adrianopoulos also suggests that there is more to school than teaching and 

learning. Adrianopoulos states that “for schools to succeed in helping their students… the 

education system must rebalance academic learning and emotional wellbeing” and that 

students “deserve an excellent education that prepares them academically and emotionally” 

for school life and the wider world (Adrianopoulos, n.d.). Additionally, 92% of parents (asked 

in a Young Minds survey) say that they thought the school was duty-bound to support 



mental health and wellbeing (Cowburn & Blow, n.d.). Despite this, 81% of young people 

asked believed that their school cared more about their grades than their happiness 

(Cowburn & Blow, n.d.). Although the Young Minds website is undated, it does demonstrate 

the fact that there is a growing demand for mental health and wellbeing focus, as opposed to 

the motivational focus that Galloway and Gilbert were discussing. The Link Between Pupil 

Health and Wellbeing and Attainment suggests that pupils who have a good relationship with 

their teachers and with their peers and an overall sense of school belonging are more likely 

to have positive wellbeing than those with poor relationships (Brooks, 2014), again 

highlighting the importance of the role of the school and teachers. 

The purpose of this chosen critical incident and subsequent topics was to discern 

whether I, as a teacher, should focus on producing good grades from any pupils I may have 

who are struggling academically, emotionally, socially or mentally, or whether I should focus 

on their happiness and wellbeing. The collated evidence would suggest that wellbeing and 

attainment are very closely linked and that it would be very difficult to focus solely on one 

and not the other. There are some cases where it would be more beneficial to focus on 

wellbeing but from the evidence procured, it would seem likely that this would in turn help 

these pupils academically – whether intended or not. Similarly, if I can get a pupil who is 

struggling academically to be confident in themselves and proud of their accomplishments 

then this could in turn improve their wellbeing. The teacher I observed seemed to be very 

adept at using non-verbal communication but this is something that after observing, made 

me feel more anxious as trainee teacher. In order to better develop my teaching, I intend to 

look deeper into the practice of non-verbal communication, as opposed to the results of non-

verbal communication which is what I have thus far researched. I believe that using non-

verbal communication would be time efficient and help build trust between myself and the 

pupils.  

The critical incident I observed has helped me to understand how to work with and 

help any looked after children, or any pupils who are struggling at home. I have now been 

able to see that a calm manner works better for pupil A, if not for other pupils too, and that 

getting angry or raising a voice would actively encourage disengagement. I am keen to be 

able to improve engagement; I am hopeful that by establishing improved wellbeing and 

therefore attainment, and by boosting confidence and aspirations, that a natural engagement 

would follow without having to do much encouragement. There were a number of low-level 

disruptors in the class that I observed and in some cases, they were ignored. Pupil A was 

perhaps allowed to get away with a bit more than others, but in some instances, the teacher 

was keen to end it – this tended to be if the disruption was continuous or if the pupil in 



question was disturbing a wider area of pupils. The teacher was clearly respected by the 

pupils and nearly every instruction was followed without much argument or resistance. 

However, at the end of the lesson, nearly every pupil in the class had stood up and got 

themselves ready to leave without being told they were allowed to. This teacher would be 

able to allow this to happen given the level of respect that was clear from the class. 

However, I would be keen to stop pupils from doing this because as a student teacher, or a 

NQT, it would be important for me to gain their respect and for the pupils to understand my 

authority. I believe that this would help me to develop a professional relationship with the 

pupils but I would also need to be able to present myself as approachable with a warm and 

kind attitude. This is because the research provided in the essay demonstrates that a pupil is 

more likely to respond and engage with a teacher that they have a good and strong 

relationship with. This critical incident has provided me with this understanding and I believe 

that by garnering respect as well as likability and encouraging confidence that I will be able 

to help pupils who are struggling with grades, social life or home life, overcome their 

struggles which could then, in turn, improve their overall quality of life.  

I believe that the method which was used to observe was the most appropriate for 

this specific critical incident. However, I would have preferred to observe pupil A for more 

than one lesson in order to develop a more accurate and representative case study on them, 

rather than a one off critical incident. This would have enabled a broader understanding of 

the pupil and may have been able to find or narrow down a cause for disengagement, and 

whether the disengagement is subject specific. Although I do understand the limitations that 

were in place. The observation and research carried out has allowed me to find a personal 

focus with regards to the Professional Standards with the focus being on the ‘rights of the 

learners’ (Welsh Government, 2017) value/disposition with the intention being that this will 

shape my career as a teacher, further supported by one key pedagogical principal that “good 

teaching and learning supports social and emotional development and positive relationships” 

(Donaldson, 2015) 
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