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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. 

 

The aim of this case study is to critically evaluate an observed incident which is identified 

during one of four class observations. This critical incident will be evaluated by reviewing the 

literature which closely relates to it.  The methodology used for this study is a non-participant 

observational case study using observational framework questions for consistency.  

The Critical Incident which was identified during this study was the use of extrinsic rewards 

in the form of praise and merits in order to promote motivation and participation.  There will 

be links and thoughts on how this can fit in with Donaldson’s four principles (2015). 

Donaldson is one of the key developers of the new curriculum for Wales. 

The Literature review will look at the behaviourist theory and how rewards promote a desired 

behaviour. This leads on then to the use of extrinsic rewards; their benefits and the concerns 

researchers and practitioners have with them. The review then goes on to look at the more 

desired intrinsic reward ideas and the use of growth mind set in the classroom.  The review 

will aim to provide some understanding on how students benefit from becoming independent 

learners who are ambitious and able to challenge themselves and be knowledgeable 

capable learners, this relates back to Donaldson once again. 

The critical incident and literature review will go on to be evaluated and reflected upon to 

inform future teaching practice and the Donaldson principles are being met by these ideas. 

The observations for this critical incident case study took place in a school which under the 

Bara guidelines both the school and the individuals are to remain anonymous and all specific 

information kept confidential. (Bera, 2018) 

The School demographic is a 11-18 English medium school which mostly has a white British 

pupil base, with only 2% of the school pupils using English as a second language. The 

School has a high level of achievements with over 87% achieving the English and Maths 

threshold at level 2 and over 99% achieving the level 3 threshold. (My Local School, 2018) 

according the Estyn report (2019) the school has a lower than average percentage of 

students receiving free school meals with 4% of students eligible to receive them were the 
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nation average is 16.4%. There is also a lower than average percentage of students with an 

additional learning need. This percentage is nearly 8% of students were the national average 

is 19.2%.  

Four separated lessons were observed during this study with a class size of 30 pupils in 

each class. The classes observed were all mixed ability across year 8.   

The School has a good observation culture therefore this should allow the observational 

case study to view a natural lesson as students were less likely to act different while 

unknown people were in the classroom.  All the lessons had a strong positive culture with no 

major behavioural incidents.  The School has a good ethos of challenging student to their full 

potential and students are in majority of cases very motivated. 

The methodology used for this critical incident evaluation is a non-participant observational 

case study research model. For the purpose of this study, a ‘Critical incident’ is identified by 

Tripp as an incident that does not have to be something which we would perceive as 

dramatic but rather it could be something that appears to be a ‘typical’ event at first glance 

but something which than could be “rendered critical through analysis”( 2012, p.25) 

The collection of data is qualitative in style, with a set of questions to create a framework 

aimed to focus the attention of the researcher. The Questions used to structure the 

observation have been designed by Harry Fletcher-Wood in his book “Ticked off” (2016).  

The set of questions look at things like: classroom culture, objectives of the lesson, Direction 

given to pupils and their understanding of the lesson and activities, the accessibility and 

challenges levels for the students, Assessment for learning during the lesson and anything 

else which is specific to the lesson that could be useful to talk about and analyse. These are 

identified under the title of “what am I looking for in this observation?” (Fletcher-Wood,2016, 

p.125) 

This is a small-scale study because it only considers four separate classroom observations.   

The case study approach allows several incidents to be recognised during the observation 

rather than identifying that just one specific incident took place. The advantages of the Case 

study approach are that it can take a holistic approach to a small-scale study in a natural 

setting (Denscombe, 2014). 

The disadvantages to this form of approach is that finding can be too generalised and 

therefore the credibility of the research can be questionable.  The research using a case 

study often reflects on the processes observed rather than an outcome therefore there is no 

measurable result. This is seen as a ‘soft data’ because it is interpretative and qualitative in 

the findings (Denscombe, 2014). 
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The systematic observation method and Tripp’s ‘critical incident’ (Tripp, 2012) approach 

used looks at how interactions in the setting occurs and has been mostly used within the 

educational classroom. (Denscombe, 2014; Tripp, 2012) Tripp mentions that some teachers 

find it difficult to identify what they should look out for in the observation (2012). Therefore, 

Systematic observation are used. This is a direct observational method which collects 

evidence though the sight of the observer. This can lead itself to the observer interpretation 

and furthermore it has been seen that the human mind will filter out information as it is 

processed therefore this can lead to different finding from different observers. In both looking 

for a critical incident and using the systematic observational method there is a need for this 

to be reduced as much as possible in order to make the observations more credible and less 

open to interpretation. For this is a reason schedules and some structure to the observation 

are necessary. (Denscombe, 2014; Tripp, 2012) 

The benefit to using Tripp’s idea of a ‘critical incident’ study lends itself to the idea that the 

teacher can interpret the findings in a way which can be therefore evaluated and analysis 

events in the class in order to inform future teaching practice. Majority of Tripp’s 

methodology lends itself to a participant observation as it serves as a reflective practice for 

the teacher who are analysing the incidents in their own classrooms. However, for the 

purpose of this study the observer is a non-participant this means that the observer is not 

involved in the incidents which occurred in the classroom.  

The Four lesson which the observations took place all experience a general feel that majority 

of students were engaged in the lesson. There was a whole school approach with ‘meet and 

greet’ and ‘end and send’ as pupils arrived and left the lessons. All four of the lessons had 

clear objectives to the lesson and the students had clear direction and knew what they had 

to do. The students were all challenged and were able to access the learning.  There were a 

number of incidents which were identified throughout the observations, these included: 

talkative students during while watching a video clip during a history lesson, unsettled 

students in I.T lesson, good teacher modelling techniques in a welsh lesson and the use of 

extrinsic rewards in a religious education lesson. The Incident which will be focused on will 

be the later one, the use of extrinsic rewards in the religious education lesson. 

The lesson involved a starter task which allowed student to ‘active prior knowledge’ in the 

form of choosing two questions from several options.  The main task for the lesson was to 

link pieces of information which had been placed around the classroom which was described 

as a shopping basket task. The students were required to use the information they found 

around the classroom to fill in a grid in their books with titles the teacher had provided.  The 

Student where required to write where possible the information in as much detail as possible 
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in their own words. The lesson closed with peer assessment of the task and each student 

giving an exit answer of something which they had learnt in the lesson in order to leave for 

their break time. 

Throughout the lesson the teacher used a variety of different motivational techniques.  

These included lots of verbal praise, rewards in the form of merits, peer assessments and a 

well-structured and engaging lesson.  The incident occurred towards the end of the lesson 

while the teacher was looking for assessment for learning opportunities in the lesson. The 

teacher had requested student to give feedback of the answers they had written in their 

books. Only a limited number of students raised their hands to give the teacher a response.  

The Students who raised their hand had been student who had already answered teacher 

questions previously in the lesson. Rather than the teacher telling the students to put their 

hands down so that she could pick students who she felt should give her an answer or use a 

random pupil selection method the teacher produced a sheet of merit stickers. Upon the 

students seeing the sheet of merits majority of the class raised their hands to answer the 

question.  

It is this use of extrinsic reward which is being evaluated and reflected upon. One of 

Donaldson four purposes to learning is to promote independent and capable learners. The 

Merits given were extrinsic rewards which could question whether the students were ready 

to be independent and capable learners however this could be argued that the rewards 

would lead to gaining intrinsic rewards for themselves in the future.  This would lead then to 

them setting themselves high standards. It is also building them to be able to communicate 

effectively and enabling them to explain ideas and concepts which they have learnt about 

(Donaldson, 2015).  

The lesson itself in its design was promoting ‘Ethical, informed citizens’ and the rewards 

meant that the students were encouraged to be “knowledgeable about their culture, 

community, society and the world, now and in the past”. Which is another area of the 

Donaldson’s principles (Donaldson, 2015). 

The literature which relates to the critical incident covers areas such as behaviourist 

theories, intrinsic and extrinsic rewards, and building a Growth mindset.  

The use of rewards and tokens have created much debate. Some academics have believed 

that rewards are great for positive reinforcement where others believe that rewards should 

be intrinsic to the individual person rather than an extrinsic reward which has a monitory or 

token value.  Both the Elton report and the Steer report highlight that there is a strong need 

for using positive reinforcement, praise and rewards, these ideas have been reported and 

used by the DfES. It was observed that there needed to be more emphasis on praising good 
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behaviour rather than punishing bad behaviour.  They suggested that an effective school 

system for a reward/sanction ratio should be at least 5:1 (Ellis and Tod 2015) 

The research for extrinsic rewards is embedded in the behaviourist theories which were 

established by Pavlov in the late 19th and early 20th century and later Skinner built on 

Pavlov’s theory of ‘classical conditioning’.  The work of Pavlov who is known for his 

formulation of classical conditioning in dogs showed that a dog could be conditioned to 

respond to a Stimuli. This work was later developed Skinner who worked on the idea of 

operant conditioning. Operant conditioning used the idea of positive and negative 

reinforcement. Positive reinforcement is the idea that behaviour is strengthen by giving a 

reward. For example, in education this reward could come in the form of praise, tokens or a 

grade for work. The giving of this reward is known as the ‘positive reinforcer’.  Negative 

reinforcement is the use of taking an unwanted stimulus away, thereby taking away 

something which the student did not want to do or experience to start with. An example of 

this could be that the student may be rewarded with less homework if they do enough class 

work. (Biehler and Snowman, 1993) 

Biehler and Snowman identify the term ‘behaviour modification’ as ‘the use of operant 

conditioning techniques…….to modify behaviour’ (Biehler and Snowman, 1993, p340). The 

use of this technique in conjunction with the stimuli as a reward they call ‘contingency 

management’. This involves the use of rewards, the ‘contingent’, to give a desired response. 

Techniques like this have been used over many years these include the Premack principle 

which allows students to pick an activity once the required task has been completed.  David 

Premack first proposed the idea in 1959 which he also identified it as the ‘Grandma’s rule’ 

which uses the idea ‘once you finish your dinner you can have a pudding’ (Biehler and 

Snowman, 1993, p.340) 

Biehler and Snowman also talk about the ‘Token economy’ where a token which has no 

value is collected and then applied to something which does have value.  This is a widely 

used techniques used in schools still, where they use collecting merits and stickers or even 

using modern digital tools such as collecting dojo points on the school app ‘Class Dojo’ are 

used.  It has been suggested that the use of tokens have the benefit that they can be given 

instantly as a reinforcer and then they can be ‘cashed in’ at an appropriate time where a 

higher value reinforcer can be given. (Biehler and Snowman, 1993) many of these systems 

are adopted as a whole school approach and should be used consistently amongst teachers. 

(Ellis and Tod, 2015) 

Biehler and Snowman (1993) go on to say that even though these techniques are widely 

used there are criticisms to the use of them. They suggested that research finding are limited 
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and also some students may not react positively to them and behavioural scientists such as 

Skinner argue that if the techniques are not used in a systematic and consistent way this can 

lead to undesirable behaviours where students may become disappointed in the process.  

Crowley says that rewards can be useful in many cases but that they need to be justified. 

Rewards work well for those students and classes where they are focused, well behaved 

and in general well motivated. She goes on to suggest that rewards may not be as effective 

with student who are disengaged with the school system, who have difficulty with behaviour. 

She says that these types of students for many different reasons may not be open to 

accepting these types of rewards. This could be for reason like not wanting to be seen by 

peers as being ‘needy’ for this type of praise. These students can often be cynical of getting 

rewards too (Crowley, 2001). In some cases, student feel that getting positive feedback from 

their teacher will damage the relationship which they have with their peers. Understanding 

the needs of these pupils are important, they may require different strategies for praise such 

as in a less personal way and more discreetly (Ellis and Tod, 2015). 

some academics also question the use of extrinsic rewards, a number of them have 

expressed that the overuse of praise and rewards can have limit impact for short term gain 

for the use of achieving the demands of the adult or teacher (Bear et al, 2017). The use of 

extrinsic rewards is to promote participation in the desired activity in a productive way. Much 

research has been done into motivation of students (Biehler and Snowman, 1993).  

Intrinsic rewards are believed to be the most desired form of rewards which the students 

gain from doing a task or participating. Intrinsic rewards are rewards which are personal to 

each individual and it is the value which the student feels in themselves for the achievement 

of doing the task (Biehler and Snowman, 1993). It is important to understand the link 

between how useful or damaging extrinsic reward is on intrinsic reward and motivation. It 

has been said that “emphasis on the frequent use of teacher centred praise, rewards and 

punitive consequences promotes students’ extrinsic motivation but stifles their intrinsic 

motivation for prosocial behaviour” (Bear et al 2017, p.10).  

When it is considered that intrinsic motivation and rewards are the most desired form of 

rewards because this is promoting self-satisfaction and students who want to learn because 

of the internal rewards that this give we can make a link towards the idea of building a 

Growth mind set. Carol Dweck built the idea of ‘Growth mindset’ from the ‘Motivational 

model of achievement’. The ‘Motivational model of achievement’ had the key ideas that 

people should have self-motivation to excel and they can change and achieve greater things 

(Chao, 2017). 
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Carol Dweck (2009) suggests that there are two types of mindsets, a fix mind set and a 

Growth mindset. The fixed mindset is one where the learner does not value the learning 

process but rather is just after looking smart. They do not look for in depth learning or 

engage in critical thinking. They also believe that ability is fixed by external factors. Whereas 

A growth mindset believes that you can develop intelligence by looking into things with a 

deeper understanding, they seek out learning independently. They also look to improve on 

themselves by being told about the weaknesses which they have. It is also worth noting that 

extrinsic rewards have been used to build on improving motivation. 

Chao et al (2017) also suggests that it is possible to Increase the effect of a Growth mindset 

by using a well-designed reward system.  They led an experiment which looked at the use of 

extrinsic rewards to promote a growth mindset in India. They had mixed results which they 

believed was down to cultural factors and recognised that all previous research which had 

been done in this area was from western society where they believed that it was the social 

culture that helped to in build self-determination that increases the Growth mindset and 

incentive system culture. Their results showed that those who benefited from these methods 

were those who started out as higher achievers. Those who were low achievers did not 

engage with the strategies positively and became confused with the reward systems. 

Therefore, it could be argued that with growth mindsets the use of reward strategies could 

have underlying reasons why they may or may not work depending on the cultural 

backgrounds of the learners. 

Where Chao (2016) found that their Growth mind programme did not have a positive result 

across all the participants. Claro et al carried-out research to see what the results where on 

those who came from a background which was poor and in poverty.  They found that 

students on the same Socio-economic level still had a higher academic achievement if they 

had a growth mind set opposed to those who had a fix mind set.  

From this review there are arguments both for and against extrinsic rewards and although 

intrinsic rewards are believed to be the most rewarding and what should be strived to 

achieve. It is possibly worth mixing the approaches relating to rewards as well as building a 

positive motivational mind. It is believed that from an Integrative view that intrinsic motivation 

and Growth mind set work hand in hand and are both important to each other as well as 

interrelated. (Betsy, 2018)  

In reflection there are many positive points from the lesson which could be taken into my 

own teaching practice.  The lesson where the critical incident took place was a well structure 

lesson where the students were able to engage in the lesson. They were given clear 
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guidance and knew what was required of them. The teacher used positive reinforcement 

strategies well and a good level of praise and rewarded good work with merits. 

The critical incident shows that sometimes it is necessary to give students a motivational 

incentive for them to participate in giving an appropriate response. Some teachers would use 

a hands down approach where it could be argued that the teacher on this occasion wanted 

the students to take responsibility for offering a response themselves.  The one thing which 

was striking was the high response levels to the teacher producing the merit sheet.  The 

lesson structure had meant that the students was able to do well in the task therefore all 

students were able to give an appropriate answer if they had been asked to share their work. 

The rewards acted as a positive reinforcer and gave the students that small amount of 

encouragement needed to grow in confidence or motivation. 

From the concepts studied in the literature review the use of extrinsic rewards can have 

benefits for building on the intrinsic rewards within the student.  If the students can build on 

the idea of gaining self-satisfaction from completing the task and become motivated for 

themselves this would be a positive and desirable objective. 

I would use these ideas in my own practice. Getting the right balance of extrinsic rewards is 

important, this is so that they don’t lose their meaning.  It is also worth noting that not all 

students will respond well to the use of rewards therefore it would be necessary to make 

these types of judgements with the individual students. 

It is also important to use strategies which promote a growth mindset if we are to promote 

Donaldson’s idea of independent capable learners. As research suggests building motivation 

it is important because students who have a growth mind set go on to engage with lifelong 

learning and are open to adapting to new situations as they arise.  

Overall the lesson was well balanced therefore there would be nothing I would change to its 

content and structure. I felt that the students were given all the necessary tools to complete 

the tasks and learn from the lesson.  

The one thing which needs to be encouraged is the willingness of the students to participate 

in the lessons fully by engaging with the teacher when they are asked too.  This however is 

something which the reward system is working on and the use of praise and merits is the 

building blocks for building these independent learners which we as educational 

professionals are striving to promote. For the students the prospect of the rewards 

outweighed any fixed mind set they might have had about not responding in case they got 

something wrong.  
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In conclusion the identified critical incident was the use of extrinsic rewards to promote 

students motivationally to put their hands up in order to share their work with the class.  It 

can be linked to the Donaldson’s Four principles because the use of the rewards was to 

promote independent learners who are willing and capable of engaging with the tasks.   

The Literature looks at the ideas that students can benefit from extrinsic rewards and that 

the used of these rewards can lead to intrinsic rewards where the students gain personal 

satisfaction from their achievements. This can then lead to growing a culture where there is 

a growth mindset and students believe that they have the potential to achieve. They are 

students who can critically evaluate their own working as well as the world around them.    

From this study it has highlighted that with the right balance in the lesson we can structure 

our students to have the potential to produce work that they should be proud of and that they 

can share their thoughts and ideas.   

I will be taking forwards with me the ideas that a good level of rewards and praise as a 

positive reinforcement tool can work but also that it is necessary to be mindful that these 

open forms of praise may not work with all students depending on the individual.   

 

 

 


