



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.



Introduction  
The aim of this analysis is to critically reflect on an observed incident to build awareness of research-informed practice and to develop as a practitioner. Zwozdiak-Myers (2012, p. 5) has proclaimed the significance of research and reflective practice to teachers in their writing. In their Framework of Reflective Practice, they highlight the importance of linking theory to practice and questioning beliefs, to maximise students’ learning potential (Zwozdiak-Myers, 2012, p. 5). Through reflection, the analysis that follows will enrich future teaching practice and quality of future teaching. 
A key preliminary document to be aware of in this analysis is Donaldson’s ‘Successful Futures’ Report (2015). Donaldson’s recommendations for the Welsh curriculum, which eventually became the Four Purposes of the new Curriculum (Welsh Government, 2020), highlighted the importance of prioritising ‘ambitious, capable learners, ready to learn throughout their lives’ (Donaldson, 2015). Ambition and motivation are inherently linked, as is classroom management and readiness to learn. Awareness of this purpose within the curriculum has influenced this analysis, encouraging reflective and research-based enquiry.
Tripp’s philosophy towards reflective practice encourages teachers to analyse the significance of events that occur within their classroom experience (Tripp, 2012, p. 8). Tripp asserts that teachers must be aware of their professional values and practice to reflect upon it, build upon it and improve it. By analysing these events, Tripp theorises that critical incidents are created and can radically transform teaching practice (2012, p. 22). 
Informed by the emphasis on reflective practice in pedagogy and equipped with the method of Tripp’s critical incident theory, this analysis will explore an observed classroom event with a view to create an opportunity for meaningful professional growth.
Literature Review
This critical incident could be appraised via various psychological and sociological lenses. Behaviourism, motivation and positive behaviour management were the approaches chosen through reflection on the incident, as they link strongly to significant moments during the observation. 
Behaviourism
Classical conditioning was initially presented by Pavlov (1997) and introduced the concept of adapting neutral stimuli via association. Pavlov’s use of canines rather than humans weakens the applicability of this theory to children.  Furthermore, a review by Adams (2020) criticised the validity of Pavlov’s paper as the lack of detail in the paper lends uncertainty to the control variables, and therefore the validity of the claim. However, comparative human studies documented by Clark (2004) and Shimp et al. (1991) have shown equally strong results and therefore the theory is still considered relevant to the incident.
Several years later, Skinner (1938) introduced his theory of Operant conditioning. During his experimental research, he invented the Skinner Box which minimalised environmental input to only his chosen variables, improving the validity of his experiments (Aubrey and Riley, 2016, p. 60). As with Pavlov, Skinner used animals in his research, rather than humans, weakening the applicability of his research. Skinner did address this (Aubrey and Riley, 2016, p. 66), arguing that his work was relevant to people as human behaviour was also strongly influenced by reinforcers, but without experimental evidence for this claim, it lacks validity.
Using the principles of behaviourism, Ayllon and Azrin (1968) developed the first token economy system. Though this system was initially created for use in clinical settings, subsequent studies have demonstrated its applicability in multiple situations; Lawrence and Muathe’s study (2022) showed a positive relationship between the use of a points program in supermarkets and consumer purchasing patterns. Whilst the system has been widely lauded it is worth noting that in one of Ayllon and Azrin’s studies (1968, p. 347), 18% of a sample group showed no interest in the positive reinforcement used in the system. It is worth noting however, that this research was conducted on patients with chronic schizophrenia, so many not be indicative of a standardised response to a token economy (Ibid.).
The above research is significant to this case study, as the teacher’s use of attention grabber, reinforcement and praise shows a strong correlation to principles of behaviourism. 
Positive Behaviour Management
Reflecting on years of theoretical and empirical investigation, Bronfenbrenner (1979) developed his Ecological Systems Theory. As this theory was developed through secondary research, it could have been more valid had Bronfenbrenner undertaken his own experimental research. As it stands, the many specific hypotheses regarding developmental processes Bronfenbrenner presented in his book (Ibid.) have not been well validated by him or subsequent researchers.
During the 1960s Bandura (collated the results of his experimental studies to create his Social Learning Theory. He professionally introduced this theory in his seminal paper Social Learning through Interaction (Bandura, 1962). An example of one of these studies was the 1961 Bobo doll experiment (Bandura et al., 1961), which produced results confirming its hypothesis that subjects witnessing aggression were more likely to imitate this aggression. Some researchers have critiqued the study however, arguing that there is a biased sample: all children used in the study were chosen from the Stamford University Nursery School (Ibid.). Bandura’s theories have garnered acclaim from researchers (Maltby et al., 2017) who have noted that his comprehensive exploration of the self-regulatory and self-reinforcement processes set his work apart from other learning theorists.
There is extensive research dedicated to the concept of ‘self-regulation’. Dignath, Buettner and Langfeldt’s meta-analysis (2008) concluded that increased emphasis of self-regulation in the classroom had a positive effect on both learning outcomes and motivation of students. Results from an experimental study (Raver and Knitzer, 2002) presenting a curriculum teaching self-regulation to children noted improvements in children’s behaviour (both adaptive and attentional behaviours) and in their social interactions. Other researchers (Zimmerman, 2001) have identified a link between self-regulation and academic achievement.
The research highlighted here informs the analysis of reinforcement used by the teacher in the example. In addition, it aids in understanding the classroom environment in which the incident took place.
Motivation
Heider is credited with constructing Attribution Theory, describing it in his seminal text The psychology of interpersonal relations (Heider, 1958). Theorists such as Weiner have suggested a link in attribution-based theories of motivation between students’ casual thinking and their learning and motivational outcomes (Fishman and Husman, 2017). Weiner also acknowledged in their research that factors outside of the traditional Attribution Theory model contribute to the link between students’ causal attributions and their positive motivational outcomes (Ibid).
Ryan and Deci (2000) developed their Self-Determination Theory over many years. This theory has a strong basis in repeated experimental studies (Ibid) and many follow up studies guided by Self-Determination Theory have supported its reliability (Gagné and Deci, 2005). Perera (2020) identified a need for further research into Self-Determination Theory in adolescents, as they found this area to be lacking.
Edwin Locke presented his Motivational Model in an essay within the 2023 book Motivation Science: Controversies and Insights (Locke, 2023). The methodology for this model is questionable as it has been presented in a descriptive body of work and lacks any experimental validation. However, it is validated by the findings of the evidence referenced in the rest of the review, and further validated by the fact that the author is a subject-area expert. The review is somewhat weakened, however, by Locke’s frequent use of self-citation (Ibid).
Knowledge of research in the field of motivation will be poignant when observing the motivational choices of the students in this case study. 

Evaluation of Case Study 
This critical incident was observed in an English-medium primary school in the Swansea area. The school has performed well in Estyn inspections, with points for improvement referencing more meaningful teacher feedback (Estyn, 2023). The observed lesson was in a year 4 class of 23 with a teacher and teaching assistant present. The children were sat at five different tables based on ability groupings. 
	The observed incident occurred at the end of the students’ writing activity. The teacher used a musical call-and-response attention grabber to signal the end of the writing task. Child A was immediately engaged, putting down their pen and clapping in response. Child B, however, did not respond and continued writing.
	The initial attention grabber showed elements of classical conditioning (Clark, 2004, p. 279), the effectiveness of which can be seen in Child A’s immediate response. The neutral stimulus here was the teacher’s call-and-response, the unconditioned stimulus was the signal to end the activity, and the conditioned response was the students’ clapping, showing their engagement. Child A’s immediate response suggests a strong conditioning effect, indicating that this association had been built by the teacher. Child B’s lack of response though showed inconsistencies in this association.
The use of attention grabbers can be effective, however the context and organisation of classrooms in which they are used, are also influential in their effectiveness. This connects to Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory (Aubrey and Riley, 2016, p. 117). The microsystem in this instance can be seen as the teacher, students, and TA within the classroom environment. The mesosystem represents the interactions between those within the microsystem. Though children are affected by many systems in Bronfenbrenner’s theory, this incident takes place within the micro- and mesosystems. Further examination of the meso- and microsystem here could be used to understand Child B’s lack of initial response. 
The teacher verbally reinforced their expectations in response to Child B by telling them their response was 45% of what was expected. After this, the teacher used the attention grabber again and Child B engaged immediately.
	Shaping behaviour through reinforcement is a strong theme in Skinner’s Operant Conditioning (Aubrey and Riley, 2016, p. 63). After the attention grabber did not receive the expected engagement, the teacher employed negative reinforcement, highlighting to the class that their response was 45% of what was expected. After repeating the attention grabber, they used positive reinforcement. The success of this can be seen in Child B’s response to the reinforcement. Moreover, the teacher used meaningful feedback here to convey expectations clearly, a decision which could have been influenced by the points for improvements in the school’s recent Estyn report and alludes to reflective practice among teaching staff (Estyn, 2023).
	The teacher used feedback to promote self-regulation, encouraging student reflection. Child A and B’s initial responses prompted the teacher to deliver feedback to the class, who then processed the feedback and reflected. The next time the teacher used the attention grabber, Child A and B immediately responded and received praise, reinforcing the self-regulation. Development of self-regulation via external cues can improve internal processes for children and encourage them to self-regulate in new situations. 
	Attribution Theory claims that people make attributions and explanations for the behaviour of themselves and others (Yough and Cho, 2014. p. 73). Here, a correlation can be identified between the teacher’s reinforcement and the higher levels of engagement among the students. This suggests that the students’ engagement can be attributed to the teacher’s reinforcement. Repetition of this scenario would be necessary to validate this correlation. The students likely attributed a lower level of effort from them to the teacher’s response. Yough and Cho (2014, p. 73) claim that when students attribute their behaviour to internal, controllable factors, such as their effort, they are more likely to engage and motivate themselves. 
After Child B’s response, the teacher congratulated the students and told them that at the beginning of the year, the teacher would win, but now the students’ score was 3-0.
Key elements of Bandura’s Social Learning Theory become relevant here: observational learning and imitation (Berkeley, 2023). Students learn through observation that engagement is valued and rewarded, and they see positive consequences to their engagement. Students are then likely to imitate this behaviour, creating a cycle of improved engagement and praise, linking back to the conditioning theories. Despite links between his theories and behaviourism, Bandura resented being compared to behaviourists, viewing his theory as cognitive rather than behaviouralist (Nabavi, 2012, p. 11). 
	The gamified language and praise used here met the students’ need for recognition and goal achievement as seen in Locke’s Motivational Model (see Figure 1). 
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Figure 1: Locke's Motivational Model (Locke, 2023, p. 20)

Application of this model alludes to the teacher’s recognition of goal achievement, reinforcing the value placed on effort and achievement in the classroom. 
	This section also links to Self-Determination Theory (SDT). SDT emphasises autonomy and competence as crucial to motivation (Ryan and Deci, 2000, p. 68). As the teacher highlighted the desired behaviour, the students were presented with the opportunity to choose this behaviour, representing an autonomous choice. This could however be interpreted as conditioning, as rewards are given when students follow desired behaviours. Competence was addressed through the praise of their goal completion. Finally, the gamified language here is reminiscent of a Token Economy. For example, the scoring system resembles tokens and rewards the desired behaviour among the students. Furthermore, a 2015 study showed a positive correlation between competition and participant attention (DiMenichi and Tricome, 2015).
Having evaluated the incident through the lenses of behaviourism, motivation and Positive Behaviour Management, a unifying concern has arisen. Essentially, Namely overreliance on many of these models could promote unhealthy levels of competitiveness and might encourage students to behave well only when they believe they will be rewarded. De Fraja and Landeras’ study supported this, showing that competition had negative effects on the students (2005, p. 210). Moreover, this concern undermines the validity of students’ motivations. It is important to recognise that while this evaluation provides explanations and suggestions for many of the behaviours and strategies observed in this incident, no combination of research will be able to account for every behaviour exactly. Nevertheless, the choice of approach in this study is appropriate and provides many insights into the observed incident.

Discussion
Of the many themes explored in this case study, several points of interest arose that are worth discussion in this analysis. 
The teacher’s word choice in their feedback suggested that they expressed their expectations clearly to the students when they were not met, without appearing to berate the students. The lack of response to the first attention grabber could have been met with scolding from the teacher, however the teacher’s use of motivational reinforcement set those clear expectations and was received well by the students. Williams’ positive behaviour management guide (2018, p. 21) supports this, praising positive classroom management systems over punitive systems. The teacher also utilised gamified language effectively in this instance. This alludes to the teacher’s experience and their consideration of classroom management strategies.
The incorporation of competitiveness in the praise was also carefully worded and worked well within this classroom. Too much emphasis on competitiveness would have been disruptive and had the opposite effect of an attention grabber. When considering competitiveness it is crucial to find a balance between short-term benefits and the potential for long-term detrimental effects (Shindler, 2010).Too little and the children might not have responded to and engaged with it. Competitiveness may not be appropriate for every student. There could be a situation in which Child A got angry at Child B for not clapping as they did not want the class to lose a point. This could have had a negative impact on class well-being, classroom relationships and could have caused a situation between the students. 
The use of the attention grabber created a smooth transition between two phases of a lesson for Child A and helped them to move between the activities quickly and clearly. Had the teacher told the students to put their pens down and stop writing, it is far less likely that the children would have been able to immediately switch tasks. Banerjee strongly advocates for careful planning of transitions in classrooms to benefit both students and teaching staff (Banerjee, 2013, p. 4). The students benefitted from the clear transitional cue, had time to finish processing the first task and moved in a known routine to the next task. In addition, this was also a transition from an individual writing task to a group discussion task, so having the smooth transition likely helped the students to get the most out of both activities. The teacher’s feedback and praise also helped to facilitate a behavioural transition, from non-engagement to active participation. The effectiveness of this method in the transition suggests that effective classroom management can support students through behavioural transitions, a conclusion also supported by Banerjee (2013).
	The auditory cue and clapping response in the attention grabber chosen here seems to have been accessible for all the students. There are many variables to consider when choosing an appropriate attention grabber. For example, there was a child in the class with visual impairments, so an attention grabber with a visual cue would not have been appropriate. Students with hearing impairments or physical disabilities may struggle to respond to auditory cues or to clap in response, so consideration of accessibility in attention grabbers can impact the class significantly. Furthermore, some students may have sensory issues and sudden noises like a guitar playing while they were engrossed in writing might upset them and be inappropriate. The teacher’s choice of attention grabber therefore shows clear attention to detail and deliberate choice to include all students in the class. A paper from Arifadah et al. (2019, p. 284) supports the significance of attention grabbers in the classroom, going so far as to suggest that teachers have a responsibility to use attention grabbers to keep their students’ attention and keep the learning process effective. 
	Whilst it is important to recognise the effectiveness of the attention grabber for Child A, it did not work in the desired way for Child B, requiring an adaptive approach from the teacher to incorporate reinforcement and praise. The initial action here strongly links to behaviourism, but Child B’s lack of response illustrates that the conditioning has not been fully effective. The teacher then adapted their approach, resulting in both Child A and B’s engagement. Therefore, behaviourism alone was not effective and worked better in this situation when incorporated with principles of motivation and positive behaviour management. Interestingly though, the teacher looped back to behaviourism with their positive reinforcement through rewards, reincorporating elements of conditioning. 
	Literature-based research and analysis aid in understanding this incident. To fully understand it however, the behaviours and strategies would need to be replicated in experimental studies. Full conclusions cannot be drawn from an isolated incident, instead a larger sample size would be needed with repeated studies and control groups.

Teaching and Learning Methods
	A critical analysis of this incident would not be complete without consideration of the teaching methods used by the teacher, their merits, and their possible alternatives.
	The use of the attention grabber in this instance is very effective in the class and a strong behaviour management choice, as seen in Child A’s immediate response. When using attention grabbers in the classroom, there is an argument for varying the use of attention grabbers and an argument for keeping it consistent. Varying the use of attention grabbers does cater to diverse learning and can keep students engaged. Conversely, consistent, regular use of attention grabbers can help students to build routines and can help to keep expectations clear, in that children are not confused trying to remember which way they are supposed to respond from the repertoire of attention grabbers they are trying to remember. 
	The use of guitar in this attention grabber is creative and provides an interesting and engaging stimulus for the students. Furthermore, the teacher’s choice of a clapping response was especially effective here as it engaged their hands. The children had to stop writing if they were to respond to the teacher, which led them into the transition from writing to class discussion smoothly. 
	There are many alternative attention grabbers that can be used in the classroom, suited to different classes, teachers, styles of learning and accessibility requirements. For example, an alternative well suited to a class of young children would not have complex verbal responses for them to learn. An imitation based attention grabber with a visual cue would be effective here, such as a teacher encouraging the students to them while they switch between putting their hands on their head, on their shoulders, on their ears etc. The children would inevitably have to give the teacher eye contact, face them, and stop talking to follow the actions and join the game.
	An alternative that might be more well-suited to older children could include more complex verbal call and response patterns, perhaps rhyming. The teacher could come up with call and response patterns based on song lyrics or film quotes suggested by the children, such as “Who you gonna call?” “Ghostbusters!”; this collaborative creativity can increase the students’ engagement and motivation to respond. 
	It is also important to bear in mind the activity that the students are doing when initiating the attention grabber. If students are finger painting or cooking, then a clapping response is likely to create avoidable mess. Furthermore, if students are distracted and struggling to focus (perhaps in the last lesson of the week), then a whimsical, silly attention grabber might derail the lesson. 
	The teacher’s use of reinforcement in this incident was framed positively while still setting clear expectations for students. It was effective in the class and set them a challenge of responding with more effort, improving motivation. However, other techniques could also have been effective at this moment.
	Specifically, Positive Behaviour Management strategies often promote individual praise (Williams, 2018, p. 21). By offering individual praise to students who responded to the attention grabber immediately, the desired behaviour is highlighted clearly, and others are motivated through a desire for similar praise. For example, “Well done Sioned, you were showing fantastic listening” or “Excellent effort there Musa, you were trying your best and we love to see that in our class.” A merit of this approach is that it provides a chance for students who reliably follow instructions to be praised. Behaviour management can often unintentionally focus attention on children who are not following the instructions, and children who frequently listen and follow instructions may receive less attention and praise as a result. However, a drawback of this approach is that it may create an expectation among the students that every child who follows the instructions will receive individual praise which, unless in a small group, is not feasible and would derail the lesson. There is a risk of disappointment among students who may internalise the message that it is not worth following the instructions as they are not guaranteed to be praised and recognised for their effort.
	An alternative approach here follows a similar line of individual praise but instead of recognising this verbally, teachers could recognise this through a points system, such as ClassDojo. As evidenced in the literature review, some studies have shown a positive correlation between the use of token economies and student learning behaviour (Siochrú, 2018, p. 151). Additionally, the use of incentives can increase motivation and engagement, while encouraging healthy attitudes towards competition (Shindler, J., 2010). However, there is a risk of creating a classroom culture where students only display desired behaviour if they believe that they will receive a reward. 
	These two approaches both have their advantages and disadvantages, but on reflection, verbal reinforcement would be more appropriate for a situation such as the one observed in the lesson. It still praises the individual, clearly shows the teacher’s expectations of desired behaviour, and motivates other students to imitate the praised behaviour. Moreover, tracking an individualised points system in a classroom can be time-consuming and the purpose of the attention grabber here is to create a smooth transition between the writing activity and the group discussion. Pausing to consult a points chart could distract the students and counteract the effect of the attention grabber. 
	The teacher’s use of praise and competitiveness worked well in this instance, but practitioners should exercise caution when bringing competitiveness into the classroom. Too much or too little would be ineffective, and it is important to consider the group of students in the class and whether they would respond well to the use of competitiveness in lessons. 
	If, as in this example, a teacher can use competitiveness and the students respond well, the teacher could consider furthering the approach by adding a target to incentivise the students. For example, the students currently have a 3-0 score, but if they can reach 5 points, they will receive a class reward. Rewards could include stickers for the class or golden time. However, if a particular student is not in the class on the day of the organised reward, they could feel upset and alienated from the group, resenting being unfairly punished. 
	If this incident occurred in a class in which the teacher finds that competitiveness does not work well, then verbal praise could be used here to reinforce the desired behaviour following the response to the attention grabber. This could include telling the students that they have made the teacher happy or proud with their behaviour, or that the teacher is going to tell another member of staff how well the class is doing. As in the original example, pupil progress can also be shown verbally, ensuring that the children are told that they have improved in the desired behaviour. Specific examples to illustrate this would help with giving clear praise of their improvement. An advantage of this approach is that it can be quickly and easily incorporated into the lesson without disrupting the focus or flow of learning. It also provides an opportunity to reinforce desired behaviours through praise. Nevertheless, there is no concrete record of verbal praise as in point scoring systems, so students may not remember the interaction or retain the knowledge of the desired behaviour. 
 
Conclusion
	This analysis has attempted to address the observed event, to reflect and analyse, and to create a critical incident. Research has been compiled from the fields of behaviourism, motivation, and positive behaviour management. The observed incident has been evaluated with awareness of learning methods and theories and was then discussed and analysed. 
	The observed teacher’s practice showed strong correlation to educational theories and research, and their actions appeared to have a positive effect on the focus and motivation of the class. Reflection on this incident has raised many explanations of behaviour and many possible teacher responses. The process has raised more questions than initially comprehended and has created a strong opportunity for critical development and professional growth. 
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