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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. 

WORD COUNT: 4017 plus 1000 equivalent for Appendices 

 

Incidents which we recall only to dismiss as trivial are often a good 

indicator of criticality because the very fact that we have recalled 

them means that there is probably something important about them. 

(Tripp, 2012, p.35)  

This assertion is certainly true of the case study referred to in the observation notes 

(appendix A), as reflection on this event served to transform it from the initially innocuous 

interaction between two classmates to a live exemplar of many esteemed learning 

ideologies. The effects of teaching experienced at school can resonate for a lifetime and for 

this reason it is vital that practitioners are able to honestly reflect on their practice with the 

intention of truly comprehending the learning and teaching that occurs in their setting, 

making adjustments accordingly. Moore (2004, p.101) highlights the benefit of combining 

reflection with an appreciation of the “relevant educational theory and research” so that the 

teacher may “address issues not restricted to the ‘what’ and ‘when’ of education but 

embracing also questions of ‘how’ and even ‘why.’” It is the intention in this assignment to 

examine the case study of appendix A in this manner, exploring the relationship between the 

observed incident and recognised educational research, and building any resulting learning 

into future practice.   

The nature of critical incidents in the classroom, being everyday occurrences prior to further 

analysis, means that the geography and demographic of the school involved are not 

necessarily a factor in the consideration of the observed event; however, the following 

information provides a degree of context. In accordance with (BERA 2018) guidelines, the 

school where the observations were undertaken will be referred to as “School X” and the key 

participants in the specific case study (appendix A) as “Child 1” and “Child 2,” respecting the 

privacy rights of all parties. The gathering and recording of information for this study was 

undertaken with ethical considerations as a priority. Consent for the interaction between 

Child 1 and Child 2 to be recorded in field notes was obtained from the participants after 

observation of the event, with the understanding that the observer wished to remember and 

be able to recall the details of their discourse. They were informed that these notes could 
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then form part of further study for a teacher in training.  Overarching consent for observation 

had been provided by the school for the purposes of this study. The school is situated in a 

small town on the outskirts of an industrial city in South Wales and is an English-medium 

primary school with provision for ages 3 to 11. The most recent recorded data shows 293 

pupils enrolled at School X and a Free School Meals percentage of 27.7% which is nearly 

10% above the national average. The school is categorised as being in the Yellow support 

category by Estyn (Welsh Government, 2018a). The children observed were all from a year 

one class of mixed ability and were all aged five years.  

The critical incident to be discussed, as described in Appendix A, occurred almost 

‘accidentally’ in that events unfolded without a formal observation setting being established 

beforehand. There was, however, an intention on the part of the researcher to capture 

learning events for possible scrutiny as a case study, and an adapted field notes record 

(Fletcher-Wood, 2016, p.125) was available for this purpose immediately after the interaction 

between the participants. This form of direct observation, as discussed by MacLaren-

Chorney and Gorodzinsky (2017), enabled valuable “real-time (p138)” behaviour to be 

witnessed in as naturalistic an environment as possible, without the subjects being 

influenced by visible recording. The ‘Hawthorne Effect,’ (New World Encyclopaedia, 2017) 

where the behaviours exhibited in subjects who are aware of being observed are thought to 

be influenced by the knowledge of an observation taking place, was therefore not a 

significant factor, and the interaction observed may be considered authentic. Cohen et al. 

(2011, p.298), with reference to Bailey (1994), point out that in the more natural setting of the 

classroom it is difficult for a researcher “who wishes to undertake covert research not to act 

as a participant,” their presence being otherwise inexplicable. In the instance of this case 

study the researcher was briefly a participant observer in the sense that they acted as 

stimulus by posing a question, but the subsequent action occurred only between the two 

children, with the observer playing no further part in the discourse.  There is also argument 

to suggest that in the event of Child 1 and Child 2 being overtly aware of being observed, 

any resultant “performance” in their interaction is not necessarily a negative consideration 

but may “reveal profound truths about social and/or cultural phenomena.” (Monahan & 

Fisher, 2010) 

The observation field notes completed immediately after the event allow multiple re-visits to 

the details to enable more in-depth analysis and interpretation. Access to full, descriptive 

notes is key to providing an engaging and interrogative case study and the spontaneous 

nature of the critical incident also suits the case study method. Kumar’s (2011) definition of 

the design of a case study as “extensively exploring and understanding rather than 

confirming and quantifying (p.127),” reflects this. The researcher did not set out to 
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investigate specific behaviours or classroom phenomena in order to draw conclusions 

applicable to one location or population, rather to capture events of interest for further 

consideration. The case study as a research method has both advocates and detractors as 

outlined in Cohen et al. (2011), with strong roots in reality and the unique nature of the 

subject matter considered to be amongst the perceived advantages and lack of possible 

external verification and therefore potential for bias amongst the disadvantages. When 

related to appendix A, the primary disadvantage is that the case study is based on a short-

term observation which only provides a single snapshot of an interaction that sparked 

considerable interest in the observer. A longitudinal, or even cross-sectional approach would 

have provided further opportunity to establish if Child 2 would act in a similar way with 

different subject matter, which would be of interest to the researcher. Conversely, the case 

study method offers an opportunity to delve deeper into the behaviours exhibited in the 

observation, which is itself a rich source of material for discussion. The short-term direct 

observation and subsequent case study methods selected are valuable in this instance as 

the environment and participants were unfamiliar to the researcher. The intent was to gain 

an overview of the diverse learning taking place within School X through a total of four 

observations, (appendices A, B, C & D) with one selected for further critical evaluation, and 

these methods are therefore fit for purpose. 

As previously mentioned, the geographical location of School X is not necessarily relevant to 

the type of exchange that occurred in Appendix A, however, the fact that School X is in 

South Wales does have implications of its own. The educational curriculum in Wales is 

currently undergoing an extensive review, (Donaldson, 2015), with the intention of delivering 

a new, experiential learning-based curriculum from 2022. The proposed curriculum is 

constructed around four purposes, one of which, for children and young people to become 

“ambitious, capable learners who are ready to learn throughout their lives,” (Donaldson, 

2015, p. 29) seems particularly salient in relation to the critical incident in Appendix A.  

Child 1 was occupied with building with wooden blocks as part of the Foundation Phase 

enhanced provision and was clearly drawing on some prior knowledge as the house being 

constructed included such features as a “pizza oven.”(Appendix A) The child’s natural 

curiosity was piqued by the researcher picking up the challenge cards, which were a new 

addition to the area, and although Child 1’s level of literacy meant that they were unable to 

read all of the suggested activity, there was sufficient interest in the concept for Child 1 to 

want the cards to be read out. The identification of the anomalous ‘space themed’ challenge 

and the subsequent question from the researcher triggered the intervention of Child 2. Child 

2’s wealth of topic-specific knowledge combined with the desire and ability to share and 

explain it, clearly identifies Child 2 as one of Donaldson’s “ambitious, capable learners” as 
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they demonstrated several of the desired behaviours. Child 2 was also able to engage Child 

1 in learning through enthusiastic collaboration, thus aiding a peer to develop in line with the 

proposed curriculum purpose. Child 2 had evidently already established a “body of 

knowledge” with “the skills to connect and apply that knowledge in different contexts.” 

(Donaldson, 2015, p.29) It was very apparent that both children were engaged in the 

learning and enjoyed the collaborative nature of it. With reference to another of Donaldson’s 

proposed four purposes, that of “healthy, confident individuals who…form positive 

relationships based on trust and mutual respect,” (2015, p.30), it is telling that the classroom 

environment was such that a relationship existed between Child 1 and 2 which enabled one 

to give and one to receive information and assistance in a positive manner. 

There are several key areas to be considered in the examination of this incident, both in 

terms of the environment in which it occurred and the learning that was demonstrated. Child 

2 proffered a significant amount of prior knowledge for the benefit of Child 1. In doing this, 

Child 2 can be described as a live example of Vygotsky’s “more capable peer” (1978, p.86) 

also known as more knowledgeable other or MKO. Child 2’s in-depth knowledge combined 

with the motor skills and prior knowledge of Child 1 enabled an advanced outcome that Child 

1 could not have achieved alone. The “zone of proximal development” as expounded by 

Vygotsky (1978, p.86) was therefore accessed by Child 1 via a combination of the initial 

reading of the researcher and the guidance and topic specific information of Child 2. In an 

echo of the example employed by Vygotsky both of the children observed were of the same 

biological or actual age, but in the specific context, Child 2 could be considered to be 

operating at a higher “mental age”(1978, p.85) and therefore enabling a peer to do the 

same. It is not possible to draw a conclusion regarding the general mental age of either 

participant from one specific observed incident but within these boundaries the behaviours 

witnessed would support this assessment. The inextricable tie between social interaction 

and human learning to which Vygotsky subscribed (1978), and the benefits to both parties 

could be deemed to be evident. It could be considered a potential disadvantage to rely too 

heavily on Vygotsky’s ‘Mind in Society’ as it was published in 1978, long after his death and 

some forty years after original publication. It is also a translation from the original Russian as 

well as being an edited collection of some of his work, limitations which the editors 

themselves refer to (1978, p.11 & ix). While these are important factors, along with 

Vygotsky’s historical and political context, the volume’s instigation by Vygotsky’s student 

Alexander Luria lends an endorsement to its authenticity.  The fact that Vygotsky’s theories 

are still considered worthy of study today, forming part of many Initial Teacher Education 

programmes and are clearly living and breathing as per the critical incident, also underlines 

its value. In a present-day context, it is surely no coincidence that the wording of Successful 
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Futures “Pedagogical Principles” (2015, p.64 – 70) echoes ‘Mind in Society’ (1978, p.89) in 

referring to “good learning.” Vygotsky’s definition as being “in advance of development” 

(1978, p.89) would seem to compliment Donaldson’s vision of “challenges all learners,” 

(2015, p.64) with both authors appreciating the ability of learners to extend beyond the linear 

age-related boundaries and “schema” of knowledge hypothesised by Piaget (1953, p.7). This 

consensus would suggest that both Vygotsky and Donaldson’s work is based on sound 

educational principles. 

The important contribution of collaboration is another common theme between the two, 

(Donaldson, 2015, p.71, Vygotsky, 1978, p.86), with Vygotsky’s more knowledgeable other 

(1978 p.86) being the visible representation of this.  It is an approach also valued by Wood, 

Bruner and Ross in the “scaffolding” of learning process (1976, p.90). The “recruitment” 

stage of this process (1976, p.98) could be said to have been initiated by the researcher in 

Appendix A through interaction with the challenge cards, but it was the collaboration with 

Child 2 that provided the actual supporting structure.  

The significance of peer interaction in learning, not only in the form of MKO, is widely 

recognised. Black and Wiliam (1998) note the benefits of peer involvement in formative 

assessment, and the subsequent recognition of Assessment for Learning (AFL) strategies as 

desirable best practice builds on the idea of the peer as a valuable source of feedback. The 

Welsh Assembly Government (2010) document offering guidance to teachers on the 

implementation of AFL principles also emphasises the value of discussion between peers 

and asserts “nearly 80% of what children learn, they learn from each other,” (p.6). If this 

statement is taken as factual it underlines the vital importance of the quality of these peer 

interactions as they have the potential to deliver so much in terms of learning enrichment. 

While the document mainly deals with peer feedback and collaboration in the context of AFL 

related strategies (one of which builds on the idea of MKO) (p.64), consideration is given to 

the importance of a positive environment in which these exchanges take place, a factor also 

alluded to by Black and Wiliam (1998, p.9 & p.13). 

There is obvious potential for a negative aspect to peer assessment in that children may be 

inclined to be overly critical if the right environment of support and respect has not been 

established. The same may also be true in an interaction as in Appendix A, where the self 

esteem of Child 1 could be affected by the demonstration of greater knowledge in a peer. 

Even when the incident was considered from the point of view of both participants, the 

researcher observed that there was no evidence whatsoever to suggest that was the case. 

One of the benefits of a direct observation being used to gather information for this case 

study is that the observer was able to gain an impression of the “emotional well-being” and 
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“involvement” of Child 1 and 2 as defined by Laevers (1994, p.161) and considered against 

the “Leuven Involvement Scale for Young Children.” (Laevers, 1994, p164) Both children 

demonstrated very high levels of “involvement” and “exploratory drive” (p.163), became 

completely focussed on the task and the “satisfaction” (p.162) they both felt during and on 

completion of the task was clearly visible. The exchange between Child 1 and Child 2 also 

suggests very high levels of well-being as they were both visibly happy and communicative 

with no signs of tension. Laevers references many times the importance of well-being in 

order to thrive in the classroom, and the same regard for the significance of health and well-

being, both physical and mental is also a priority for Donaldson (2015, p. 45 & 46).  This 

section of the proposed curriculum devoted to “Health and Well-Being” stresses the 

importance of a supportive culture within a school. This evidently existed at School X. Child 

2 offered assistance, apparently motivated by nothing more than a passion for the topic and 

a vision of the end product, without any suggestion of arrogance in the position of greater 

knowledge. Equally, Child 1 welcomed the input without resentment or any sense of 

inferiority and revelled in accessing the “zone of proximal development.” (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 

86)  

It would, of course, be possible to conclude that Child 1 and Child 2 interacted so 

comfortably due to the presumed existing friendship between them. In considering this, it is 

valuable to reflect on the findings discussed by Light and Littleton (1999 p.24). The studies 

they refer to were conducted with groups or pairs that were deliberately chosen as opposed 

to the more spontaneous pairing that occurred in this critical incident, but it is interesting that 

the results of the various studies do not reach a definitive conclusion. The 1988 study found 

no difference in the performance of groups made up of friends or not, while the later found 

there to be some perceivable benefits of friends collaborating on certain tasks. The writers’ 

own investigation in 1987 found there to be very little difference in overall ability to complete 

the task collectively, however the point is made that groups that had elected to work together 

required less teacher input and made fewer errors. In the case of this critical incident it is not 

possible to be sure to what extent the relationship between Child 1 and Child 2 facilitated 

their collaboration as it would be impossible to fully understand the dynamics of this based 

on a single observation. However, there would appear to be some merit in Light and 

Littleton’s conclusion that the children who had chosen to collaborate may have experienced 

“effective mutual support, or perhaps lower anxiety,” (pp 24-25) and this would seem to be 

the case for this critical incident. 

There is much consensus on the value of peer learning and collaboration, but also on the 

potential adverse effects of the same. Didau (2016, pp.348-351) discusses eloquently the 

hugely influential role of the peer in the school environment and how this “visceral” power 
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may be tamed to create a mutually supportive learning setting. He is, however, also realistic 

in his appraisal of the scale of the issues that may arise if this can not be achieved. This 

dichotomy is not a new concept, in 1969 Erikson also underlines the potential for “a sense of 

inadequacy and inferiority” when a child may compare themselves in a negative light with 

peers on entering school. (p.251) Ultimately, the common belief would appear to be that the 

wide-ranging benefits of social learning and collaboration with peers can be accessed most 

effectively within a supportive, respectful learning environment built on trust. 

The concept of “relational trust” within a whole school environment is discussed in detail by 

Bryk and Schneider (2004). Their longitudinal study was undertaken with the intention of 

demonstrating the positive effect on outcomes of student learning where high relational trust 

could be developed in the school community. The study was conducted in a very specific 

geographical area in Chicago, and was in response to recognised community needs, but the 

concept bears scrutiny when applied to this critical incident despite its very different context. 

The hallmarks described by Bryk and Schneider such as respectful conversations between 

parties and a sense of contributing to the greater good were observed in Child 1 and Child 2. 

Reflection on the critical incident (Appendix A) using the ARC model provided by Yr Athrofa 

(Appendix E) has proved to be very enlightening. It is very useful being able to follow a line 

of questioning in order to analyse and truly interpret what has been observed and to 

organise the thinking.  During this process I initially discovered that I was frustrated with 

myself for having prompted the space challenge, as I felt that picking up the cards was the 

catalyst that created the subsequent action and I had therefore not observed something that 

had organic origins. However, when considering the incident further, and reflecting on 

Monahan and Fisher (2010), I began to realise that the incident was no less valuable in 

terms of the insights it provided, even if my presence had contributed initially to the 

interaction I subsequently observed. Brookfield (2017) describes the reflective lens of 

Students’ Eyes as “the Rosetta stone needed to decode assumptions of power,” (p.66), a 

highly evocative metaphor which I felt was appropriate in this case. I am confident that 

neither Child 1 or Child 2 would view the interaction between them in terms of power 

dynamics in the classroom and their appraisal would simply be that they ‘made a rocket 

together.’ I also do not feel that Child 1 felt inferior in any way to Child 2 despite the 

difference in their knowledge, due to the positive way in which it was shared. However, when 

considering this through their eyes, it has highlighted for me the inherent power attached to 

literacy, and the importance of communicating learning intentions to children in more than 

one format. It is the nature of some of the Foundation Phase provision that children 

sometimes discover and learn without adult intervention, which is a positive concept. This 

incident, however, has ensured that I will take into consideration the additional skills required 
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to enable a child to participate fully in any ongoing provision planning in my future 

classroom. Child 1 was aided by an adult being available to read out a card in this instance, 

but for the future some pictorial prompts to accompany written material may help to bridge 

that gap in literacy for other children while their reading skills are still developing.    

This critical incident also serves as a reminder that the nominal teacher is not the only 

person in the classroom fulfilling that role. Taking note of both the adage ‘Knowledge is 

Power’ and Brookfield’s assertion that one of the key benefits of critical reflection is “to 

understand the power dynamics of their classroom,”(2017, p19) it is clear that power in these 

terms could be widely distributed throughout the class. In future practice this is something I 

would now have a heightened awareness of and I would consider drawing out any areas of 

special interest by inviting any child with a particular enthusiasm to share this knowledge 

with their peers, possibly through an ‘Ask the Expert’ group session or a question and 

answer spot, providing the child would be comfortable doing that. The observation of Child 2 

suggests that they would be confident in this type of activity and it is something to possibly 

consider in the setting observed to gauge the validity of this.  

The third point of the observation that was brought into sharper focus by reflection was that 

the environment of the specific classroom was clearly such that the children could 

collaborate without there appearing to be any conflict or negative impact on self-esteem. It is 

possible to make many assumptions regarding why that was the case, but on examining the 

physical classroom there were displays relating to children’s rights which leads me to the 

conclusion that some previous learning has taken place regarding positive behaviour and 

this has contributed to a positive classroom culture. This is something I would consider 

important in establishing in my own practice. 

Both Tripp (2012) and Brookfield (2017) emphasise the crucial contribution honest and 

critical reflection of the teaching and learning in any teacher’s classroom makes to the 

understanding of practice, the children’s learning and any future improvement or 

development. The use of Brookfield’s “four lenses” (p.7) to aid this process is something I 

intend to adopt as I begin my teaching journey in order to benefit the children I will teach and 

enable me to develop into an effective and evolving teacher. 

In conclusion, theory and practice collided in this incident, which unfolded spontaneously. 

Child 2 did not arrive armed with the idea of being Vygotsky’s “more capable peer” (1978, 

p.86) and Child 1 was not aware of being “scaffolded” (Bruner, 1976 p.90) It is only through 

observation and reflection it is possible to detect these as such and appreciate the learning 

that has occurred with a view to informing future practice. This confirms Tripp’s assessment 

quoted at the outset of this study of the potential criticality of the apparently trivial. As already 
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mentioned, the curriculum in Wales, and as a result the skills required for teachers is 

undergoing significant review and change. The new Professional Standards for Teaching 

and Leadership (Welsh Government, 2018b) underline explicitly the role of reflection in the 

professional development of the teacher and in innovative approaches to teaching. This is a 

time of huge change for teachers in Wales but also one that is full of possibility for creativity 

and development. The ability to reflect critically on practice and be willing to make changes, 

to provide the best possible learning for students and to maximise the opportunities 

presented by the new curriculum will become essential to secure “Successful Futures” 

(Donaldson, 2015) for all. 
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