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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: 4,192


This research paper looks at a critical incident that takes place in a school setting. A 
critical incident does not relate to a dramatic event taking place. Tripp (2012) notes that it 
is an incident that tends to be typical and only become critical when analysis is 
undertaken. He also talks about there being ‘underlying trends, motives and 
structures.’ (Tripp, 2015. p.25). Incidents can be seen every day in a classroom setting but 
they become critical when an in-depth analysis takes place of the incident. Researchers 
and educator must look at what motivates children to act the way they do and question 
what is happening in the background to cause this incident to take place.  Brookfield 
(1998) emphasises the importance of being a critically reflective practitioner. He writes 
‘Without an appreciation of how people are experiencing learning, any methodological 
choices we make risk being ill informed, inappropriate, or harmful.’ (Brookfield, 1998. p.
200). Goldberg and Houser (2017) states that educational practitioner make 
approximately 1,500 decisions a day. If these decisions are not made on reflective 
practice, they can be inappropriate of harmful as Brookfield says. For practitioners to 
prevent critical incidents becoming a regular occurrence in their classroom or setting they 
must analyse and evaluate their teaching throughout the day. This paper looks at a critical 
incident that takes place in a school, it analyses that incident and focuses on the next 
teaching and learning steps.


 

The observation of the critical incident was undertaken in a small town within a city. The 
researcher’s aim was to identify a critical incident within a classroom environment and 
identify the next steps to promote further learning based on what they have observed. 
Therefore, the research was undertaken in a school within the town. The British 
Educational Research Associations guidelines (2019) state that: 

‘Researchers should recognise the entitlement of both institutions and individual 
participants to privacy, and should accord them their rights to confidentiality and 

anonymity.’ 
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Therefore, to follow ethical guidelines the school or participants will not be named within 
this writing to ensure confidentiality and anonymity. Instead the school will be referred to 
as School X. School X is a yellow category school in Wales with 293 pupils currently 
attending. They have a 27.7% three-year average of free school meal children attending, 
which is 10% above the national average in Wales (Welsh Government, 2018). The 
research was undertaken in a year 1/2 mixed classroom which consists of 22 children 
aged 5-7. It is important that the researcher has an overview of the institution and the 
community that it is based in whilst undertaking their observations. To identify a critical 
incident the researcher needs to investigate in more depth than just the incident and to 
question what else is going on in the background. By having an overview of the 
institution, the researcher is able to consider a broader range of factors that may 
contribute to the incident becoming critical. 


To gather the information required for the research a small case study was undertaken in 
School X. The researcher used the method of a case study in order to gain an analytical 
view of the incident which also helps them to evaluate their next steps in relation to the 
incident. Cohen. L, Manion. L. and Morrison. K. (2007, p.254) state that case studies 
show what a situation would be like close-up and provide a deep insight of participants 
thoughts and feelings of a situation. The researcher had two days to complete their 
research in a setting, so the method of a small case study was chosen so that the 
researcher could have a close up view of critical incidents within an educational setting 
and analyse the incident from the information about the participants thoughts and 
feelings that they gathered during the critical incident. Crowe et al (2011, p.6) writes that 
the case study approach uses a range of quantitative data such as; ‘questionnaires, 
audits and analysis of routinely collected healthcare data’ and qualitative date such as; 
‘interviews, focus groups and observations’ to gather evidence. As this case study was 
small scale and was undertaken in a short amount of time, the researcher focused on 
qualitative date by using observation techniques to carry out their research. When talking 
about the differences of quantitative and qualitative research Holliday (2007, P. 5) claims 
that quantitative ‘studies are open- ended and set up research opportunities designed to 
lead the researcher into unforeseen areas of discovery within the lives of the people she is 
investigating.’ To gather the research on the critical incident the researcher used a 
qualitative method during their research, because as Holliday (2007) says it leads to 
unforeseen areas of discovery. When attending School X to undertake the case study the 
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research was unsure about what information they would gather in relation to the critical 
incident, but by using qualitative research they would be able to discover an incident that 
they could not predict of gather through quantitative methods. A participant observation 
method was used in the case study as Cohen. L, Manion. L. and Morrison. K. (2007, p.
404) states that this method may be useful when studying small groups. By using 
participant observation, the research is able to see the participants in an environment in 
which they are comfortable. This benefits the outcomes of the research as it provides a 
clear insight on how the participants act in their environment and it allows the researcher 
to observe a critical incident without interfering in the natural effects that cause the critical 
incident to take place. From their research in Ethiopia Christensen and James (2008, p.
130) find that participant research methods are ‘suitable for children, as they enable them 
to take a more active role and to talk about their needs.’ The researcher is looking for a 
critical incident from a learner or group of learners, and by using the method of 
participant observations in their case study, where the learners have a more active role in 
an environment that they are comfortable in, the researcher is able to see how the 
incident came about and then look into why it happened. The participation observation 
method is beneficial for the research; however, the researcher must be aware of the 
Hawthorne effect which is ‘where individuals modify or improve an aspect of their 
behaviour in response to their awareness of being observed’ (AQR, 2018). As this effect 
will not give the researcher a clear view of the critical incident and will have a knock-on 
effect when they identify the next teaching and learning steps. 


Wales’ education system is currently going through a major change in regard to the 
curriculum. A new draft report for the curriculum in Wales was released by Donaldson 
(2015) named ‘Successful Futures’ which is due to come into effect in 2022. Donaldson’s 
report has four purpose for the new curriculum which ‘set the aspirations of what children 
and young people should be.’ (Welsh Government, 2018). The four purposes are: 
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(Donaldson, 2015. p.3)


The critical incident occurred during a transition between lesson and lunch time. After 
every lesson a ‘tidy up song’ is played. The participants are familiar with this song and 
when they hear it, they know that there is a rule that goes alongside the song which is to 
put the resources away in their designated areas and go to sit on the carpet area. The 
song was played by the teacher in the conjoining classroom whilst the year 1/2 teacher 
was just outside the classroom working in the creative area. By playing a tidy up song in 
School X, the school is helping the children become ‘healthy, confident 
individuals’ (Donaldson 2015). One of the branches of this purpose in Donaldson’s (2015. 
p.31) report is to ‘have skills and knowledge to manage everyday life as independently as 
they can’. By playing this song School X is laying down the foundations that teach the 
participants the importance of keeping the workplace clean, and helps them to clear their 
workstation independently. 

    The incident became critical when the participants did not follow the rule in relation to 
the song. They tidied up the resources but instead of sitting down on the carpet the 
participants became engaged in inappropriate behaviour around the carpet area. When 
the teacher walked back into the classroom, with the tidy up song still being played, she 
noticed this behaviour and said, “Let’s see who is sitting nicely in their hotspot and who 
will earn a class dojo”. (See appendix 1 for information on how the class dojo is used). As 
soon as Class Dojo was mentioned by the teacher, there was an instant change in the 
participants behaviour. Within seconds the participants stopped what they were doing 
and sat in their hotspots ready to engage in what the teacher had to say. This also links to  
the ‘healthy, confident individuals’ section of ‘Successful Futures’ as the participants have 
‘trust and mutual respect’ (Donaldson, 2015. p.31.) from their teacher and understand 

Page �4



ECAD6007 1201447
that when their teacher mentions the possibility of earning a dojo point that she will award 
them. 

     The class dojo is used as a behaviour management strategy throughout School X. 
Behaviour management is used to encourage the participants to become ‘ethnical, 
informed citizens’ (Donaldson, 2015. p.31.). Two of the strands in Donaldson’s (2015. p.
31.) ‘ethnical, informed citizens’ are to ‘understand and consider the impact of their 
actions when making choices and acting’ and ‘Respect the needs and rights of others’. In 
the class the teacher can put reason for earning a dojo point. This helps the participants 
to know what behaviour they are expected to display which will become the groundwork 
for the participants to gain an understanding of the impact of their actions and how to be 
respectful to others. 


The tidy up song that was played during the incident is an expansion of Pavlov’s 
research. Gray and Macblain (2012. p.30-31) notes that Pavlov conducted his research on 
dogs by measuring their salvation in relation to food. Pavlov discovered that if a dog is 
given food it will salivate, so he began to ring a bell immediately before the food was 
presented to the dogs. After repeating this process a number of times, he discovered that 
the dogs would salivate purely on the sound of the bell in anticipation of the arrival of the 
food. Pavlov named this process ‘Classical conditioning’ and ‘concluded that once learnt, 
associations are difficult to erase.’ (Gray and Macblain, 2012. p.31.). The participants in 
this research project associate the tune of the song, which is known to them as the ‘tidy 
up song’, to the action of tidying the resources away. So even though Pavlov undertook 
his research in the 1890s (McLeod, 2018) his research and finding are evident in the 
education system today. Pavlov’s research was developed further by J.B Watson. Watson 
created the Behaviourism view in learning and wrote a book called ‘Psychology as the 
Behaviourist Views It’ (Watson 1994). From his research we learnt that a behaviour can be 
created from repetition of an action and that behaviour can have a positive or negative 
outcome depending on the action that cause that behaviour to present itself in the first 
place.

     Watson’s research was just the start of the idea of Behaviourism, but it later became 
developed even further by a theorist known as B.F. Skinner. Nye (1979. p.27) notes that 
when Skinner was working on his research, he ‘acknowledged the significant of Pavlov’s 
conditioning’ but instead of looking at a natural response to a stimuli he wanted to 
research more of a voluntary response. This then became known as operant conditioning.  
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‘Operant conditioning is the most important type of behaviourist learning. It is 
more flexible in its nature than classical conditioning and therefore seen are 

potentially more powerful.’ (Pritchard, 2009. p.7)


Nye (2009) notes that this operant conditioning reinforces a behaviour by either rewarding 
it or discouraging it. Therefore, operant conditioning is potentially more powerful due to 
that fact that the behaviour can be controlled by what comes after. Skinner gathered his 
research with a rat in a box. Slater (2004) notes that Skinner started on his work of 
positive reinforcement by creating a box with a lever and placing a rat inside. Overtime 
the rat hit the lever it would be rewarded with food. This supports Watson’s (1994) 
research that behaviour can be created from repetition of an action. Skinner then 
developed his research further by extending the process of hitting the leaver before 
receiving the reward. The reward was given occasionally, and Skinner varied the number 
that the action was undertaken to receiving the reward, so that a pattern could not be 
formed. This showed Skinner that the reward of getting food was desirable enough that 
the rats would press the lever until they received the food. The behaviour of the 
participants in School X change dramatically after the teacher walked in. However, their 
behaviour did not change because the teacher walked into the room and asked them to 
sit nicely. Their behaviour changed after the mention of receiving a class dojo point if they 
were sitting nicely. ‘One of the ways that the class dojo is used in the classroom is by 
collecting points to the receive an award at the end.’ (Class dojo Inc, 2019). In School X 
they use class dojo as their reward system and when the children have received thirty 
class dojo points, they receive a prize from the treasure chest. They then have the 
opportunity to reach thirty dojo points again once they have received their reward. Just 
like Skinner’s rats in his experiment, the reward after receiving thirty dojo points is great 
enough that the participants will change their behaviour to receive a dojo point and reach 
their goal of getting thirty. So, when the teacher mentioned the possibility or receiving one 
dojo point for sitting nicely in their hotspots, the participants instantly preformed the 
behaviour that the teacher was rewarding. School X is using Skinner’s research of operant 
conditioning to encourage the participants to perform the desired behaviour. 

     For Skinner’s theory to work in the classroom there must be trust in the classroom. 
The children trust that when the teacher says that they are going to receive a dojo point 
that they get one, and also trust that when they reach thirty points then they are able to 
choose a reward from the treasure chest box. So, for this theory to work there must be a 
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good relationship between the teacher and the pupils. Ellis and Tod (2009. p.165) declare 
that ‘The teacher-pupil relationships are of major significance in promoting learning 
behaviour’. Ellis and Tod (2009.p.186-187) also talk about the teacher being a ‘powerful 
influencer’ when it comes to maintaining behaviour and that the language, they use plays 
a key role. To promote positive behaviour teachers not only have to have a good working 
relationship between themselves and the pupils, but as powerful influencers they have to 
ensure that the language they use and how they act is creating a safe, comfortable 
environment for the children to thrive and learn how to behave appropriately. The 
headteacher in School X has written in their behaviour policy: ’We believe that our pupils 
are more likely to achieve high standards of academic success if they are emotionally 
secure and stable within the school’ (Dodd, 2016). So, by creating a safe and secure 
environment, it allows the participants in this study to achieve academically and socially. 
It also allows a positive teacher-pupil relationship to develop which plays a huge role in 
promoting learning behaviour. This is demonstrated in Maslow’s Hierarchy of needs. 
Maslow talks about people having five basic needs that need to be met before they can 
progress and these are unrelated to reward (McLeod, 2013). His triangle of needs should 
be met from the bottom up:


(Coachilla Ltd , 2017)


The second need is safety which has just been discussed in the importance of having a 
good teacher-pupil relationship. It is also in School X’s policy which shows the staff feel 
that it is important to create a safe environment for the children to learn. Before the 
participants can feel safe their physiological needs need to be met, meaning the 
participants have had enough food, water and rest. The critical incident took place during 
the transition of lesson and lunch time. This raises the question; can educators expect the 
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children to behave appropriately just before lunch when they may be feeling hungry? To 
relate back to Donaldson’s (2015) four purposes that were discussed previously, if the 
participants are to become ‘ethnical informed citizens’ and ‘healthy, confident individuals’ 
they need to understand the feelings of hunger and how to act when hungry. Throughout 
their lives in education or work the participants will be set a time where they can have 
their lunch and the body will naturally start to feel hungry when this time approaches. 
Therefore, educators must understand the importance of Maslow’s Hierarchy of need 
when looking for the participant to behave in a certain manner, but they must also 
encourage them to understand their feelings of hunger and know that there is a time 
when they can have their food but they are still expected to behave in a certain way.

     Although Skinner’s theory is used in classrooms worldwide and is proven to be 
effective in managing behaviour, people may argue that his theory is not helpful long-
term. Skinner’s theory works on the basis of receiving a reward for a desired behaviour. In 
School X the participants receive a class dojo for good behaviour and completing tasks, 
but when they are outside the school environment the participants are unable to receive a 
class dojo for good behaviour. Their motivation no longer exists outside the classroom. 
Erdem and Cicekdemir (2016 p.158-159) have completed a research paper on motivation 
and state that it includes two types of reasoning that ‘force a human organism to a 
behaviour; determine the level and the energy of these behaviours; direct the behaviour; 
and provide sustainability’. They talk about motivation that can be either ‘internal’ or 
‘external’. Internal motivation is when a person wants to learn or achieve for their own 
satisfaction. They learn because they want to know more about a subject they are 
interested in or because they want to better themselves. This motivation has no physical 
reward at the end just self-satisfaction that they have achieved something. If someone is 
motivated by a target or the act they are doing is being reinforced with a reward, this  is 
known as external motivation. So the participants in this study are being externally 
motivated by receiving a class dojo point for their behaviour. Donaldson (2015) new 
curriculum for Wales works toward children becoming ‘lifelong learners’ and ‘well-
rounded’ individuals who can play an important role in society. For this to happen children 
need to be motivated not only in the educational setting but in every aspect of life. Whilst 
this method of external motivation is helping the children to understand how to behave in 
society and around others it is not a lifelong method that is going to be used throughout 
their lives. Schools must ensure that they are not relying on external motivational methods 
such as reinforcement, but they use methods that encourage internal motivation so that 
as the children grow they are motivated to behave appropriately. 
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Before the critical incident took place, the participants were very engaged in the lesson 
and focused on what they were doing. The inappropriate behaviour only took place during 
the transition between lesson and lunch. Rogers (2015) talks about the noise levels in a 
classroom naturally rising during transitions, whether it is a transition from whole class to 
group work or a transition from lesson to lunch time. He also says that ‘students may be 
unfocused or engaging in task-avoidance’ (Rogers, 2015. p.74) due to the increase of 
noise level. During the time that the participants were tidying up the classroom the noise 
level started to increase. This then made some participants unfocused on tidying up their 
area and they began to behave inappropriately on the carpet. This could be prevented if 
the class teacher was in the classroom to control the noise level and encourage the 
children to sit down on the carpet when they have completed tidying up their area. 
However a teacher has a number of jobs to do in one day and during the incident the 
teacher was outside the classroom because she was helping one of the pupils. Although 
the incident could be prevented if the teacher was in the classroom, it is not always 
possible for this to happen. In schools there is one teacher per class and some classes 
but not all have teaching assistance. In the classroom where the critical incident was 
observed there is a teacher and teaching assistant. Even though the teaching assistant 
was in the room during the critical incident, the participants see the teacher as the 
authority figure rather than the teaching assistant. This could be because the teacher 
takes the forefront of the classroom, but also could be because the participants class 
teacher is the person that mainly gives them a dojo point. This is important as the 
participants are behaving in order to receive a class dojo point not for internal reasons. To 
resolve this issue class dojo point could be given out more spontaneously by every 
member of staff in the classroom. During the critical incident the participants behaviour 
changed dramatically when the teacher mentioned the possibility of receiving a dojo 
point. So they were aware that a dojo point was about to be given when they performed 
the desirable behaviour. By making the point system more spontaneous the participants 
would be unaware when a dojo point was going to be given, therefore the children may 
start to think about their behaviour throughout the day not just at the time the word ‘dojo’ 
is mentioned. See Appendix 5 for how this would be implemented. If the participants can 
see one of their peers receiving dojo points for positive behaviour throughout the day they 
may mimic said behaviour in hope that they will also receive a dojo point. ‘Social learning 
is ubiquitous in humans, and fundamental to children’s development’ (Wood, Kendal and 
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Flynn, 2013. p.341). Wood, Kendal and Flynn are saying here that social learning is 
present in people at all ages but plays an important role when it comes to child 
development. If children are learning from each other in the school setting educators 
hope that they will carry this trade through to adult life. By encouraging the participants in 
School X to learn from each other we can start them on the path to becoming lifelong 
learners which is one of Donaldson’s aim in the new curriculum for Wales (2015). The next 
steps in order for this incident to not be repeated on a regular basis would be to 
spontaneously provide dojo point throughout the day in hope that the participants begin 
to think about how they behave and treat others, and to become role models for each 
other. 


In conclusion when working with children it is important to adopt a critical frame of mind. 
This allows educators to be reflective in their practice and work on their next teaching 
steps to develop children’s learning. Observations in an educational setting are important 
whether it is from the educator themselves or an outside researcher. The benefits of the 
research being undertaken by an outside professional allows critical incidents to be 
noticed in a busy environment where they may not be picked up on by other adults in the 
setting. Kawulich (2005) notes that participant observations provide a holistic 
understanding of the event and is a great tool to use when researching behaviour. There 
are a number of behaviourism theorists who’s work still play an important role in 
education today. The main theorist looked at in this paper has been B.F Skinner who 
developed ‘operant conditioning’ but as discussed his positive reinforcement research 
provides people with external motivation rather than internal motivation. If educators want 
children to become ‘healthy, confident individuals’ and ‘ethical, informed 
citizens’ (Donaldson, 2015) they must look at ways to encourage children to think about 
their behaviour throughout their lives. However, the use of Skinner’s positive 
reinforcement research has been instrumental in encouraging the children to think about 
how they behave and treat others and starts them on the right path to ‘Respect the needs 
and rights of others’ (Donaldson, 2015. p.31). Educators can possibly develop this by 
making the reward system accessible throughout the day and providing the reward in a 
spontaneous way to encourage children to be considerate about how they behave more 
frequently. But educators and researchers must be aware that there are a number of 
factors that can cause a child to behave in a certain way and that their basic needs must 
be met in order for them to learn new skills and behaviours.
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