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ECAD6007 – A critical evaluation and 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 

Within this case study, a critical incident focusing on a learner within a year 2 class will be 

discussed. Angelides (2001) defines a critical incident as, “not necessarily sensational 

events…they may be minor incidents that happen in every school” (Shapira-Lishchinsky, 

2011, p.14). The observer will focus on the critical incident and discuss possible outcomes, 

linking to theory to explore why the learner behaved in a certain way. The observer will also 

read information on professional standards that apply to practitioners in Wales, (Welsh 

Government, 2019) in order to reflect and conclude on findings within the case study, and to 

acquire knowledge and skills to improve own future practice.  

The placement school being discussed will be referred to as school X in adherence to BERA 

guidelines which states, 

“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). 

School X was observed for the purpose of this assignment; the school has 204 pupils and is 

a ‘Green school’ with 28.3% free school meals (FSM) which is 10% above the average in 

Wales. (Welsh Government, 2018). The most recent Estyn publication on the school was 

2013, which, concluded that the school’s current performance and prospects for improvement 

are ‘good’. (Estyn, 2018). A year two class was observed; the class has twenty-five pupils 

aged six to seven years old. To ensure the pupils of the class get the most out of their learning, 

the teacher sorted them into groups according to their ability. In order to ensure anonymity, 

the child observed for the purpose of the critical incident will be named ‘Child A’ throughout 

the assignment.  

Within this section, the observer will be discussing observations used for this case study. Barry 

MacDonald and Rob Walker (1975) describe a case study as, the examination of an instance 

in action” (Bassey, 1999, p.24). By compiling a case study, the observer can examine the 

characteristics of an individual and analyse the critical incident that was observed. “Observing 

is an important responsibility of all practitioners working within a school setting. Classroom 
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observation provides school leaders with first-hand evidence about the quality of teaching and 

learning in their school” (Estyn, 2018). There are a variety of observation techniques that 

professionals can use within their school to improve a learner’s education. These techniques 

include, written records, time and event samples, graphs, charts, sociograms, tick charts… 

etc. The observer was keen to try a variety of observation methods in order to collect enough 

data for the case study. Written, which can include structured recording, unstructured 

recording and comparative, was the main method the observer planned to use, as it was 

unclear what the critical incident was going to be and this method gave the observer the 

opportunity to write what was seen without planning beforehand. Another observational 

technique which worked well with the observation was sociogram. The sociogram records 

social contacts a single child makes; one possibility is to use a snapshot method (Sherman, 

1995, p.39). It was unclear before the observation whether the observer needed to use a 

sociogram as it wasn’t clear whether Child A would interact with their peers. The observer’s 

intention during the lesson was to be a non-participant observer rather than a participant 

observer; by being non-participant the observer would have the opportunity to carefully 

analyse the incident without missing anything significant. Non-participant observation is 

defined as, “A research technique whereby the researcher watches the subjects of his or her 

study, with their knowledge, but without taking an active part in the situation under scrutiny.” 

(Scott and Marshall, 2009, p.1). However, the observer was happy to become a participant 

observer in order to collect the data needed for the case study. “In recent years, the field of 

education has seen an increase in the number of qualitative studies that include participant 

observation as a way to collect information” (FQS, 2019).  Narrative was the first method of 

observation used which, “involves watching a child or group of children and noting down what 

you see” (Sherman, 1995, p.3). The observer wanted to sit quietly, to draw as little attention 

to them as possible to ensure that Child A’s behaviour wouldn’t change with the presence of 

the observer. Sherman (1995, p.4) states, “…your interaction with the children can affect their 

behaviour”. This method of observation was difficult as Child A was very verbal and felt the 

need to narrate what they were doing to the observer during the task, making the observer a 

participant. 

During the 1950s there was a theoretical debate between behaviourist B. F. Skinner and 

linguist Noam Chomsky, which inspired research on language development (Berk, 2009, 

p.358). Conducting research on both these theorists, the observer determined that both 

Skinner and Chomsky made valid points about language development. Skinner (1957) 

believed that reinforcement and imitation contribute to early language development whereas 

Chomsky (1957) proposed a nativist account that regards language as a uniquely human 

accomplishment (Berk, 2009, p.359). Considering this, the observer wanted to see how Child 



3 
Student number: 0800281  Word count: 4324 

A interacted with the other children and the teacher. While being a participant during the 

observation, the observer was able to create adult intervention to ensure the learner stayed 

on task; therefore, scaffolding could be used. “…scaffolding – adjusting the support offered 

during a teaching session to fit the child’s current level of performance” (Berk, 2009, p.266). 

The observer was eager to watch Child A’s progress throughout the task in order to support 

them. Vygotsky believed that in order to scaffold well for children, teachers need to be keen 

observers (Mooney, 2000). The narrative method being used deemed to be a positive method; 

the observer was able to make thorough notes on exactly what the child was doing; however, 

as previously stated, it was difficult to ensure that the observer was non-participant, and this 

sometimes proved challenging. A negative aspect of this method was that the observer could 

have easily gone off on a tangent when describing what was happening. Sharman (2007, p.4) 

states, “you will need to set the scene by describing what is going on around, you need to 

remember that your main focus is the child you are observing”. It was also difficult as the 

observer was concentrating on critically analysing the observation in order to reach the full 

potential of the case study. Cohen and Manion (1989) state, “the purpose of such observation 

is to probe deeply and to analyse intensively…” (Bassey, 1999, p.24). 

During the observation, a critical incident was observed. Brookfield (1990) stated, “a critical 

incident is any unplanned and unanticipated event that occurs during class, outside class or 

during a teacher’s career but is ‘vividly remembered’” (Joshi, 2018 p.82). During the lesson 

that was observed, the class was split into their ability groups to complete different tasks. The 

observer was able to be non-participant and watch the lesson. Child A was in the higher ability 

group of children, the child took themselves away from their group and decided to sit alone to 

complete the task. The observer sat near Child A to complete the narrative observation. Child 

A made the observer participant by asking them to sit on the same table (Appendix, 

Observation 2). Child A then narrated what they were doing for the task to the observer. 

Donaldson (2015) believes that, ‘all our children and young people will be healthy, confident 

individuals who form positive relationships based upon trust and mutual respect.’ The observer 

felt that Child A was comfortable with the task and the observer being there. The task had a 

clear learning objective and Child A knew what needed to be done to complete it. The teacher 

knew that Child A was able to ‘face and overcome challenge’ (Donaldson 2015) for the 

duration of this task. However, during the task, Child A became distracted and asked to go 

and get a drink. The observer questioned whether the first part of the task, cutting out shapes, 

was not challenging enough for the child. Williams (1994, p.1) conducted research on gifted 

and talented children, she suggested that,  

“gifted and talented children need to be offered a curriculum that provides the 'optimal 

match' with their learning potential…it will be achieved when there is an 'adjustment of 
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an appropriately challenging curriculum to match a student's pace and level of 

learning'”.  

Considering this, it is also significant to reflect on the value of challenge within a classroom 

setting. Professor John Hattie researched the presence of challenging learning intentions and 

the consequences they may have. He stated, “pupils can be induced to invest greater effort, 

and invest more of their capacity than under low demand conditions” (Hymer and Gershon, 

2014, p.30). Being a participant, the observer was able to scaffold the child’s learning in order 

to get them back on task. Another aspect of one of the four purposes of the new Donaldson 

(2015) curriculum is to ‘face and overcome challenge and have the skills and knowledge to 

manage everyday life as independently as they can’. Child A was able to get back on to the 

task and complete the first half with ease. The teacher had a clear learning objective for the 

next step, which Child A was aware of; however, instead of continuing on with the task, Child 

A decided to try to get the teacher’s attention to get approval for the work that had been 

completed. During this time, the teacher was busy, and Child A didn’t get the attention they 

wanted; Child A then decided to go to another group and started to ‘act up’ with a friend. The 

teacher noticed this and gave the child negative attention. Child A seemed to be happy to 

have acknowledgement from the teacher and went back to continue with the task. Kyriacou 

(2009, p.27) states, “a reprimand for a pupil, as a form of punishment, delivered in a context 

where the pupil is attention-seeking may be experienced as a reward”. Referring back to 

Donaldson (2015) and the four purposes where it states that, ‘children should form positive 

relationships based upon trust and mutual respect;’ it was clear to see that Child A had a 

positive relationship with the teacher; however, Child A seemed to have formed an attachment 

with the teacher and needed constant attention. Prior and Glasser (2006, p.15) define an 

attachment as, “a bond or tie between an individual and an attachment figure”. When Child A 

decided to ‘act up’ when they didn’t receive the attention from the teacher, it was clear to the 

observer that the child was happy to receive any attention from the teacher, whether it was 

negative or positive. Howes (1999) stated, “the formation of attachment relationships in 

childcare settings appears to be a similar process to that of infant-mother attachment 

formation” (Prior and Glasser, 2006, p.62). The teacher was aware of the attention needed 

from Child A and encouraged them to go back to the task. “Effective teaching involves having 

a sound understanding of how and why certain activities lead to learning, and what factors 

influence their effectiveness” (Kyriacou, 2009, p.1). Child A was more than capable to 

complete the task and showed good readiness to learn when they were on task. Another one 

of the four purposes of the new Donaldson (2015) curriculum is ‘to develop ambitious capable 

learners who set themselves high standards and seek and enjoy challenge and are ready to 

learn throughout their lives.’ With effective teaching in place, the observer believes that Child 
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A will achieve this standard. Child A will need to learn how to stay on task which will create 

‘an ethical informed citizen who understands and considers the impact of their actions when 

making choices and acting’ (Donaldson 2015). 

When considering Child A’s behaviour during the critical incident, the observer took a holistic 

approach when analysing the behaviour that was displayed. Meggit (2006, p.11) stated, 

“Holistic Child Development is a way of seeing children as whole people”. According to the 

Whole Child Commission (2007), the whole child is, “physically, verbally, socially and 

academically competent”. Child A made it clear to the observer that they were ‘academically 

competent’ when completing the task; however, the need for positive reinforcement from the 

teacher prevented the child reaching their full potential to progress further. Skinner (1998), 

focused on positive reinforcement (teacher praise), he suggested that the absence of 

reinforcement will decrease the likelihood of behaviour occurring (Kyriacou, 2009). It may be 

considered that Child A is looking for structure in their life rather than attention?  

“…children may sometimes construct a secure attachment relationship with a 

caregiver in which the child uses the caregiver to organise his or her social and learning 

environment…this raises the notion of professional caregivers as organisers, rather 

than comforters, which may particularly apply to teachers” (Prior and Glasser, 2006, 

p.60).  

The teacher had a clear structure set up for the learner’s in the classroom. John Dewey, an 

American philosopher “strongly believed that the education of children required clear 

structure” (Gray and MacBlain, 2015, p. 38). Child A seemed to be taking themselves away 

from the structure the teacher had set up; the child sat away from the group they were in, in 

order to complete the task alone. To gain the maximum benefit of their own learning 

experience, Dewey also believed that children needed direction and support for this to be 

feasible (Gray and MacBlain, 2015). The observer felt that the teacher did well organising the 

structure; however, Child A wanted to be closer to the adults in the room rather than the other 

children. Cowley (2014, p.8) states, “young people want certainty from the adults in their 

lives…they need boundaries to give them a feeling of security”. As previously discussed, Child 

A seemed to have formed an attachment with the teacher.  

“…certain categories of adults frequently available in children’s social networks are 

considered as alternative attachment figures. These categories are fathers, 

grandparents, childcare providers and teachers” (Prior and Glasser, 2006, p.61). 
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 The attachment that Child A formed with the teacher, seemed to be having a negative impact 

on their learning and their behaviour. The constant need for attention meant that the child 

wasn’t fully concentrating on the task set. This also impacted other learners behaviour within 

the lesson as Child A felt the need to distract their peers when the attention they looked for 

from the teacher wasn’t given. Kyriacou (2009, p.27) discussed the behavioural approach and 

learning. He states that it, 

 “draws attention to the relationship between pupils’ behaviour (e.g. paying attention, 

disrupting other pupils) and how the consequences of the behaviour for the pupil 

influences its future occurrence”. 

Vygotsky (1977) developed the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) which is described as 

“the gap between what the child can do alone and what the child might be able to do with help” 

(Smidt, 2015, p.38). This statement brings the observer back to the point in the observation 

where the child asked to get a drink. It was considered that Child A wasn’t challenged enough 

during the first part of the activity. Another theorist who researched child development was 

Bruner who used the term scaffolding, enabling the child to move forward with their learning 

with adult intervention (Smidt, 2015). Child A felt the need for adult intervention throughout the 

task; scaffolding could be a method used to assist the child’s learning. Another factor which 

could be used is sustained shared thinking. This method involves “both the child’s awareness 

of what is to be learned and the adult’s assessment of what is ‘required’ for the child to 

succeed” (Smidt, 2015, p.38). With teacher intervention and feedback during the task, Child A 

may have stayed engaged throughout the task. Barry Hymer and Mike Gershon stated, “when 

challenge, effort and feedback operate in harmony, learners begin to see their skills and 

understanding develop in real time (2014, p.61). While looking into the research done by 

Canter and Canter (2001), it ‘has identified a number of principles that can facilitate learning, 

for example, the use of quick corrective feedback’ (Kyriacou, 2009). The teacher could 

facilitate this by using assessment for learning (AfL) strategies. School X has a policy on AfL 

strategies which is used several times throughout the day. During this lesson, the teacher 

could have used the strategy ‘think, pair, share’. This could have encouraged the child to 

discuss the task with a peer and get some feedback for the task. Both Vygotsky and Piaget 

researched peer collaboration and believed that this would only be effective if the transfer of 

knowledge is from a more knowledgeable peer; Vygotsky was more concerned with the social 

learning taking place rather than the learning (Gray, and MacBlain, 2015, p.104). Child A could 

have benefited with the social interaction; however, as the child has formed an attachment to 

the teacher, the interaction from peers may not have been substantial enough for Child A. 

While revisiting the behavioural approach, research suggests that teachers should make 

frequent use of praise to reinforce appropriate pupil behaviour (Kyriacou, 2009). The teacher 
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used a variety of AfL strategies to reinforce positive behaviour throughout the lesson; however, 

Child A seemed to only take this on board when praise was present and given specifically to 

the individual. Research on formative assessment suggests, “the best feedback you can give 

your pupils will be the feedback that provides them with the most helpful information” (Hymer, 

and Gershon, 2014, p.62). Considering this, the observer comprehended that the teacher 

wasn’t giving Child A praise as it isn’t feedback at all. Barry Hymer and Mike Gershon (2014) 

concluded, praise within the classroom to a pupil who didn’t find a task particularly difficult can 

serve to lower personal expectations of performance Child A wanted praise off the teacher for 

completing the first half of the task well, however, the observer determined that the first part 

of the task was not a challenge for the child; if the praise was given to Child A from the teacher, 

it could invite complacency. “Praise acts as extrinsic reinforcers, focusing on the outcomes of 

learning rather than the intrinsic satisfactions of the task itself” (Hymer and Gershon, 2014, 

p.66). The teacher was aware of the child’s attention seeking behaviour and chose to not 

respond to the behaviour. “Some attention-seeking behaviour can – in short term – be 

tactically ignored. The teacher will then respond briefly and positively when the child is 

behaving appropriately; cooperatively (Rogers, 2015, p.117). Moving away from the aspect of 

‘praise’, the teacher encouraged Child A to self-assess during the task to motivate them into 

realising what they needed to do to progress independently. Paul Black and Dylan Wiliam 

(1998, p.10) stated,  

“For formative assessment to be productive, pupils should be trained in self-

assessment so that they can understand the main purposes of their learning and 

thereby grasp what they need to achieve”. 

Exploring Child A’s social behaviour, the observer researched Albert Bandura (1960), a social 

learning theorist, who conducted an experiment which showed that children learned their 

social behaviour by watching others, and they also learn by imitating others. This can be seen 

during the critical incident when Child A decided to ‘act up’ with peers, as Child A had 

previously seen the attention those children were having from the teacher. (Beaver, 2001). 

Examining this further, the observer looked at Bronfenbrenner (1979) and the ecosystems 

approach which “demonstrates the complex links between the different influences on the 

child’s behaviour and development” (Kay, 2006, p.36). Bronfenbrenner studied the relevance 

of children’s social environment. The ecological approach shows that the child is influenced 

by many factors outside of their direct control. A child’s behaviour can be influenced by many 

factors including, home setting and environment, the child’s own emotional needs and the 

extent to which these are met and the child’s social skills and ability to relate to peers and 

adults (Kay, 2006). It was difficult to conclude the reason for the behaviour observed as many 
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external factors need to be considered and this study was conducted without details of the 

personal circumstances of the child being disclosed. Researching Bronfenbrenner’s theory, it 

suggests, in order to fully explore child development, we also need to take into account the 

wider environmental influences upon the child (Gray and MacBlain, 2015, p.123).  

While conducting research on ‘praise’ within this case study, it became clear to the observer 

that using praise within the classroom could soon lose value if overly used. As previously 

discussed, the teacher had strategies in place to ensure they were using positive reinforcers 

to strengthen behaviour and learning. Reflecting on this, the researcher examined Skinner’s 

work further. Skinner identified four reinforcement schedules and concluded “intermittent or 

variable reinforcement appears to have a longer lasting effect on behaviour.” Intermittent or 

variable reinforcement follows no set pattern of praise (Gray and MacBlain, 2015. P.57). The 

observer felt that the next steps to this within the classroom would be enhancing pupil 

motivation. Within School X, ‘dojo’s’ are used as a reinforcer. The dojo’s are points given to 

an individual as a reward, similar to a sticker.  The reward system School X use, seems to 

have a positive effect on behaviour within the classroom; however, evidence suggests that  

“extrinsic motivators such as stickers can offer useful short-term rewards and can be 

used to initiate behaviour, but once established they should be withdrawn to enhance 

children’s motivation, self-esteem and self-efficacy” (Gray and MacBlain, 2015, p.58).  

For Child A specifically, the observer concluded that the teacher showed good teaching and 

knew what methods to use to shape Child A’s learning. “There is a focus on rewarding, or 

reinforcing, desired behaviours and ignoring, re-directing or otherwise discouraging 

inappropriate behaviours” (Gray and MacBlain, 2015, p.59). The teacher was able to take time 

to scaffold the children’s learning in turn, in their groups. Vygotsky “employs qualitive 

approaches, including observing and listening to children as they completed tasks” (Gray and 

MacBlain, 2015, p.109). Child A did seem to need more of the teacher’s attention, however, 

Sadler (1989) states,  

“where anyone is trying to learn, feedback about their efforts has three elements – the 

‘desired goal’ the evidence about their ‘present position’, and some understanding of 

a ‘way to close the gap’ between the two” (Black and Wiliam, 1998, p.10). 

The teacher kept the feedback specific to the qualities of Child A’s work and advice on how to 

improve or move on with the task. As previously stated, one of the four purposes of the new 

Donaldson (2015) curriculum is to ‘face and overcome challenge and have the skills and 

knowledge to manage everyday life as independently as they can’. The teacher encouraged 
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learning strategies like self-assessment within the class to promote this. Clear learning 

objectives were set and Child A knew what was needed to do in order to complete the task; 

“pupils can only assess themselves when they have a sufficiently clear picture of the targets 

that their learning is meant to attain”  (Black and Wiliam, 1998, p.10). Although Child A needed 

slight encouragement to continue with the task independently, the teacher assured the 

observer that Child A had made great progress with their learning. “Bruner did not view 

learning as something that happens to individuals but more as a process in which the 

individual is actively engaged” (Gray and MacBlain, 2015, p.133). Child A may have needed 

encouragement to complete the task set, however, the task was completed by the end of the 

allocated time and was executed well.  

To conclude, the observer found several areas for potential research by critically analysing an 

observation. Skinner, (2010, p.41). defined practitioner research, “it can involve action 

research or some other research methodology…such as observational study”. After 

witnessing the learning event, the observer had a better understanding of learning theories 

relating primarily to behaviour. The observer analysed why Child A could have behaved in a 

certain way, however, as previously stated, it was difficult to come to a clear conclusion as 

this critical incident didn’t require further research on the child specifically. The teacher used 

a variety of AfL strategies to encourage further learning and understanding. Paul Black and 

Dylan Wiliam stated,  

“opportunities for pupils to express their understanding should be designed into any 

piece of teaching, for this will initiate the interaction whereby formative assessment 

aids learning” (1998, p.11).   

It was clear to the observer that the teacher was putting strategies in place to encourage Child 

A to work more independently and to peer and self-assess to avoid needing constant praise 

from the teacher. “Bruner suggested that children could in practice, be very involved in their 

own learning forward by undertaking more demanding and challenging tasks, provided they 

were properly supported” (Gray and MacBlain, 2015, p.140). Research suggests that there 

are a variety of views of learning theory. It became clear to the observer that individuals learn 

at different stages to develop and process information to construct meaning of the world 

around them. Learning requires careful consideration and reflection; it was apparent that Child 

A is progressing well within the classroom and is going on their own learning journey. By using 

the assessment strategies, the teacher has put in place, like self-assessment, it was clear to 

the observer that Child A’s learning will improve with these in place. Hansen (2012, p.110) 

stated,  
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 “there is evidence to suggest that their progress, persistence and self-esteem to 

improve… teachers gain a greater insight into children’s learning needs and make links 

with feedback and planning…highlighting how valuable self-assessment can be as an 

assessment tool”. 

According to the new professional standards for teaching and leadership, 

“professional standards enable practice, individually and collectively, against nationally 

agreed standards of effective practice and affirm and celebrate their successes and 

support practitioners to identify areas for further professional development” (Welsh 

Government, 2019) 

The importance of this was observed through the critical incident. The observer had a positive 

experience within the classroom and will use the new acquired knowledge and skills to 

improve own future practice.  
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