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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. 

 

 This paper will discuss whether encouraging autonomous learning in pupils and the 

use of scaffolding is something to continue to be pursued and whether this technique will 

benefit teachers practice long term. According to David Tripp (1993), a critical incident does 

not necessarily have to be an incident that disrupts a class, but it must be significant enough 

that it causes a turning-point in thinking within the observer and then is noted, researched 

and explained. Researching incidents that happen on a regular basis will help the teacher 

reflect on their everyday practice and not large incidents that may only come up once or 

twice in their teaching career. It is important to continuously critique and reflect on practice 

techniques to improve, update and change as often as the curriculum and the world around 

the pupils does. The findings will be based on a critical incident observed in a 

comprehensive school classroom.  

The school observed is a mixed gender, English medium comprehensive school in 

South Wales. The school educated children between the ages of 11-18 year olds and also 

features ALN and STF units (Mylocalschool.gov.wales, 2019). According to the last Estyn 

Report (Estyn Report, 2015), (school name has been omitted to comply with confidentiality 

guidelines and will be referred to as school X), there were 1,136 pupils at the school. The 

school has a higher than average percentage of students that have Additional Learning 

Needs at 36% which is considerably higher than the national average of 20.1%. The class 

observed was first lesson of the day, 08:55am and finished at 9:55am, Wednesday 2nd 

October 2019. It was a year 9 mixed gender, mixed ability Welsh language lesson with 25 

pupils. The pupils were sat in groups and were not in a seating plan. The teacher justified 

this reasoning as she believes that language is very much a social subject and splitting the 

children up from their friends will hold them back from using the language, building the skills 

by using the language in a conversation with their friends.  

The observation method was a "spontaneous observation of something that occurs 

during the setting/school routine." (Welsh Assembly Government, 2008). There was no 

specific incident that was being sought after, the observation was undertaken noting down 

numerous incidents until one was chosen as critical and became the focus. There were no 
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special requirements made to the lesson chosen to observe as there were multiple choices 

given and the teacher was unaware that her lesson was to be involved in an observation 

until the observers arrived. Although the whole classroom was involved in the initial 

observation, the focus was on the teacher, the singular male pupil and the environment he 

was in. 

A qualitative research approach would be the most appropriate for this collection of 

data as the outcomes can be subjective and there may be limited ways to measure the 

findings. A quantitative approach could be used to test out any theories that arise as a result 

of this research, however, this exploration may produce abstract data and not some that can 

be recorded via numbers. The research approach will be best as Naturalistic research as 

there will be no need for any equipment and the environment will be kept as the pupils and 

teachers are familiar with (Walker, 2012). A case study approach would be the most 

beneficial method to observe and analyse as opposed to another qualitative research style 

such as using Grounded Theory (Thornberg, 2012) as it needs to be precise and limited to 

that scenario. The findings that will be discussed will be focused on one event, in one 

classroom, at one specific moment in time. To apply the findings from this one class to all 

classrooms and learning environments without taking the differences such as class sizes 

and pupil ability into account would result in an unfair outcome and one that does not fully 

represent the whole picture.  A case study approach is good to achieve a holistic 

understanding of the event witnessed but has its downsides as you cannot generalise all the 

findings. However, applying these findings and adjusting them depending on the context of a 

subsequent learning environment could result in a valid outcome if differentiated correctly 

(Kumar, 2014). 

The observations were not structured and there were no changes in variables, the 

observation will take place in a lesson that was already planned before-hand. This can help 

reduce the effect of the Observation Effect (Hedges, 2012), as the teacher and pupils were 

not able to change their day to day activities in advance to being observed. However, 

sometimes the Observer Effect can have a positive outcome when observing, as stated in 

the paper 'Benefits of "Observer Effects" Lessons from the Field' (Monahan and Fisher, 

2010), as what is observed when the observed knows they are being watched is what they 

want to be perceived as in some cases. For this situation, the teacher may have pushed the 

use of autonomous learning more as she was being watched, and in turn, may insinuate that 

this is what she believes is a good strategy to achieve the purpose of the lesson. The 

teacher may have changed the direction of the class if she did not believe this to be an 

acceptable way of teaching once she was informed her lesson was to be observed. This 

case study and research presented thereafter will be adhering to the BERA guidelines 

(BERA, 2018) on anonymity, no individuals will be identified within the research. The only 
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intervention in the observation was that there was someone situated in their classroom that 

is not normally there. The observation was recorded via note taking only via a field note form 

(see Appendix 1 and Appendix 2) and features no personal data of anyone involved in the 

research. 

The critical incident was that the student was directed to look at the wall when he 

asked a question. The purpose of the lesson was to search for Welsh words in the dictionary 

and find their translations. The Welsh words were displayed on the white board and the 

students were to write them down in their books with the English translations they had found 

in the dictionaries written in a different colour next to them. They then had to use these 

words to create extended sentences. 

At least two of the four purposes mentioned in 'Successful Futures' (Donaldson, 

2015) could be applied to this incident. Firstly, to be "ambitious, capable learners" 

(Donaldson, 2015, pp. 29), the pupils need to enjoy challenge. By asking the pupil to look for 

the answer himself via the wall vocabulary or using the dictionary, he is learning how he can 

accomplish his goals with small challenges with constant success. This may demonstrate to 

him that challenges are not impossible to overcome and may give him the assurance to 

continue to attempt this process in future with more success. Also, within the ambitious and 

capable learners purpose, the use of the welsh language on everyday objects within the 

classroom could help the pupil in other areas outside of the current environment he was in. 

For example, "Can I borrow a pencil?" was displayed in English and Welsh above the 

stationary area of the classroom, with other numerous stationary translations beside it. 

Having this constant visual, that is also being encouraged to be used wherever necessary 

within that classroom, is giving the pupil constant visual and auditory repetition of the Welsh 

language and its relation to its English counterpart. Giving them the basics of a commonly 

used sentence, can give them the foundation to be "ready to learn throughout their lives." 

(Donaldson, 2015, pp. 29). 

This confidence links the 'Ambitious, capable learners' purpose to the 'Healthy, 

confident individuals' purpose. The pupil may form a "positive relationship based on trust and 

mutual respect" between themselves and the teacher. Having asked the teacher for help 

initially, the teacher gave him no information but just and instruction of where to find the 

information he needed. When the pupil then checked the vocabulary on the wall (Figure 1.) 

and within the dictionary, he was able to successfully complete the task. The pupil faced the 

challenge alone successfully, and although the teacher didn't give him the information, the 

relationship was still positive as the teacher helped facilitate him and there was still a 

positive interaction with a positive outcome.  
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              Figure 1. An image of the Welsh vocabulary in the classroom, School x, own. 

 

The pupil was learning how to work independently, even if he did need a little 

encouragement to begin with. The pupil was asked open questions such as "Where in this 

room can you find the answer to your question?" (Figure 2.) and the pupil would either 

respond with a facial acknowledgement such as a smile or would ask a closed question 

back, "The corner?" 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

            

           Figure 2.  An image of the Welsh alphabet on the classroom wall, School X, own. 

 

Leading on from this, the pupil will need to be able to build on the sentence to ensure 

their language comprehensibility is consistent as they gain a more expansive vocabulary. 
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Applying what they know to look around the room for more information they can use, they 

can branch into the ‘Enterprising, creative contributors’ purpose to "connect and apply their 

knowledge and skills." (Donaldson, 2015, pp. 29) to make longer, more complex sentences 

that give more information than sentences containing little to no information within them. 

Giving the pupils autonomy, once they had finished the initial task, they were free to continue 

expanding the sentences as much as they wished, with a small element of risk of getting the 

answer wrong, but this risk was limited as there was a lot of scaffolding around the room to 

suppress this fear. 

By having the words visible around the room as well as other ways for searching for 

the vocabulary such as iPads and Welsh dictionaries, the pupils were being pushed to 

search for the answers themselves. By the teacher directing them to the Welsh alphabet on 

the wall, the pupil was able to find the word in the Welsh dictionary that he was looking for. 

The teacher was encroaching on a more holistic approach. By the child looking for the words 

themselves, when repeating this action, the child is learning how to use a dictionary and how 

to find out the information he needs more than he is learning about the specific definition of 

each word. This teaching style is based on a more 'building common sense' approach to 

teaching and very closely linked to the Constructivist School of thinking.  

In the instance of the Learning Theory presented in 'From Teaching to Learning' 

(Barr and Tagg, 1995), the learning is more about the process of learning and how the child 

is able to discover the information themselves, rather than the content they are learning. Barr 

and Tagg suggest that when pupils learn for an end goal, such as an exam, once that exam 

has past, the knowledge is no longer needed and is then forgotten. They believe for pupils to 

truly learn something, it is more about having the understanding of the topic and being able 

to link it to various other aspects, such as in this case, if the pupil needs to find out a Welsh 

word that he doesn't know the English translation of, he can look in a dictionary rather than 

not knowing the answer or asking a teacher. Gert Biesta (2012, pp. 35-49) presents a 

problem for this type of learning is that it can be invisible. When the pupil is learning how to 

learn and not what to learn, it becomes hard to measure. John Hattie (2012) disagrees with 

this. Hattie believes that the progress is measurable but not all to the naked eye. In order for 

the learning to be visible, the teaching and facilitating has to be used when and where it is 

most impactful. If the style of teaching is expensive but not very impacting to the amount of 

learning gained, then another route should most likely be taken unless unavoidable. 

The level of learning in this kind of environment can produce very unreliable results. 

For example, the welsh classroom has vocabulary covering almost every inch of the 

classroom walls, doors and objects. When it comes to classroom assessment such as 

spelling tests, the answers are clearly visible on the wall to see and for the children to copy 

from. David Didau (2013a) suggests that by having the vocabulary on the walls as a 
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constant, the pupils become too reliant on the scaffolding. If the pupils were to then complete 

a similar lesson in a different classroom, or outside of the safety net of school, without the 

wall prompts, they would not be able to complete the same task as effectively.  He also 

suggests that by not being allowed to forget the information, the fact that it is constantly in 

their line of vision and they cannot escape it whilst in the welsh lesson, they are placing the 

vocabulary in their 'easy retrieval' memory, but there is no deeper learning so when they 

leave school, they can no longer easily recall this information without the scaffolding. He 

believes that the lessons should be deliberately difficult to encourage deeper learning 

(Didau, 2013b). John Hattie (2012) agrees with this statement as he believes students enjoy 

the challenge of a harder task, but when a harder task is undertaken, the need for feedback 

increases and there needs to be a follow up to make sure the learner is on the right track. 

On the contrary to this, if a pupil is finding the work too difficult, they may not even 

risk to participate in fear of getting it wrong, they may get frustrated or they may not reach 

their full potential (Sarikas, 2018). Using Lev Vygotsky's Zone of Proximal Development 

theory (Vygotsky, 1978), if a pupil is given a small amount of help, such as a leading 

question, the pupil is more likely to achieve a higher level of learning and development than 

if the pupil were to attempt the task with no help, they are not able to step out of their actual 

development level. Introducing scaffolding gives the pupil something to work with, if they are 

expected to write a complex sentence in Welsh with little to no idea about adjectives, verbs 

or nouns in that language, then they will never be able to create that complex sentence 

unless they are given some phrases or words to work with, depending on that particular 

pupil's level of Welsh. Christina Skarbek (1998) suggests that catching their interest, raising 

their awareness of the language and as natural and stress free as possible is key to 

improving their language learning skills. Frequently using labels can help building their 

confidence and re-enforce their vocabulary daily. 

The displays on the wall were not linked to any of the students’ own work. It has been 

perceived that when the displays on the wall represent the students work and is more 

individual to them that they absorb the information better (Barret, Davies, Zhang, Barrett, 

2015).  Whether or not the vocabulary all over the walls is helping some pupils enhance their 

language skills, it can also be impacting other students in a different way. It has been stated 

that classrooms with colours and displays which are over stimulating can affect the results of 

assessment in a negative way. The children would spend more time off task in an over-

stimulating room than they would in a sparse, under-stimulating classroom. Although, bright 

colours in the classroom has been perceived to have the opposite effect. When bright 

colours are introduced into a classroom, pupils were found to spend less time off task than in 

classrooms of a slightly off-white colour. 
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However, Fisher, Godwin and Seltman (2014) found that the bright colours in the 

classroom were more likely to influence the child being off task. They measured this by the 

amount of times the children released eye contact with the teacher during the instructional 

education part of the lesson. The downside to some of these experiments of children's 

concentration in classrooms depending on wall displays is that many are undertaken with 

primary school children in mind where they may spend a whole day in one classroom with 

displays unrelated to the topic they are completing at that moment. With secondary schools, 

in-which this critical incident took place, the room was a Welsh Language classroom during 

a Welsh Language lesson where multiple sections of the wall vocabulary were being 

continuously used. It is believed that secondary pupils shouldn't be patronised with mediocre 

work on the walls just because the teacher is trying to be inclusive to all pupils and making 

sure all work is on the wall, but the space should be reserved for outstanding work or even a 

personal interest of the teacher. This can humanise the teacher and this assumes that the 

students become more comfortable in the subject and therefore, in theory, should be more 

engaged with the lesson (Pollard, 2015). 

Although, the theory of colours being distracting or not stayed very much the same 

independent of age. Different colours have different effects on the child's emotions, for 

example red and orange can make the pupils nervous or unsettled whereas blue and greens 

may produce a more calming effect (Bennett, 2019). The welsh classroom has a mixture of 

these colours with one side of the classroom covered in reds and oranges and then 

progressively changing to blues and greens as the displays moved to the other side of the 

classroom. It would be interesting in a future study to see if the children in this Welsh 

classroom are affected by the colours in the room differently depending on their seating 

position in this classroom. Although the cooler colours have a calming effect, they also have 

the ability to cause children to feel tired which can impact their concentration skills within 

lessons and this can be countered with the warmer colours stimulating heart rate and 

breathing, there are benefits and pitfalls of both (Walstra, 2014). Having the bright colours on 

the walls make it easier to separate the themes of the language when the teacher asks, 

"Where on the wall do you need to look?" when the pupil is asking for help.   

When first seeing the incident of the teacher directing the student to look at the 

Welsh alphabet on the wall and then looking through the dictionary to find the answer he 

was looking for, I was intrigued as it was not a technique I was familiar with. The pupil was, 

very clearly, trying to get the teacher to give him the answer so he did not have to make the 

effort to find it himself. One of the reasons for this was because he was looking for a singular 

f in the dictionary rather than an ff. When he couldn't find this answer straight away, he gave 

up. The teacher directed him to the alphabet to remind him that the word would be under ff 

not f and he managed to find the answer straight away. By the teacher showing him how to 
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find the answer rather than what the answer was, if the pupil was to come across this 

problem again, he would know what to look out for to solve it himself.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

               Figure 3. An image of the Welsh Alphabet on the classroom wall, School X, own. 

 

By using the technique of scaffolding, the pupil can be given the tools to step into the 

Proximal Zone of Development (Sarikas, 2018). The pupil may not have been able to find 

out how to find the word beginning with 'ff' as he kept looking in 'f'. If he had continued to 

complete the task in this manner, the pupil will be likely to get frustrated and may cause 

disruption to the class or at the very least believe that he can't do the work and therefore 

thinks he is no good at welsh. By introducing the scaffolding of the alphabet and other 

vocabulary on the walls, the pupil was able to move onto the next step and only needed a 

minimal amount of help. The pupil was visibly pleased that he managed to find the word and 

began to help others around him and taught them what he had just learnt.  

Because this type of learning can be almost impossible to measure it is important 

that I keep on top of the learning and the success of the pupils (Hattie, 2012). If something 

doesn't work or pupils are not visibly improving, it is important to note this and change my 

teaching methods based on what seems to be working. I must keep in mind that not all 

learning is visible but constantly evaluating how I teach will help me understand what is not 

working and can phase these methods out into something that does work. 

With the issue of the pupil not having the information on the walls when they are in 

an exam or in another environment, I am not quick to dismiss the technique because of this 

suggestion. As Brookfield (1998, pp.197-205) suggests about autobiographic reflective 

practice, teachers often project their own experiences onto the children. I was taught in a 

Welsh classroom with a very similar environment with vocabulary on the walls, although the 

autonomous working was not pushed as much as it is now. When in exam conditions, I 
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would visualise the classroom and could picture the vocabulary that I needed and the 

spelling correctly. Although this technique may not work for all children, there may be a few 

children that this could make a big difference for when trying to recall information. One way 

to help could be the use of 'Gradual Release of Responsibility' models (Pearson and 

Gallagher, 1983) and having the vocabulary slowly come down off the walls as they are 

reaching an exam and have small assessments within this period to check that the 

information is being retained. If not, the teacher can repeat the 'I do, we do, you do' method 

and slowly remove the scaffolding throughout the school year. Using this 'Active Recall' 

throughout the school year will help the pupils be able to recall the information as well as 

retain it (joethetutor.org, 2013). Without constant use of the wall vocabulary, the negatives 

will begin to out-weigh the positives of this technique when pupils are unsure of how to 

effectively use the tools in front of them (Hilden and Jones, 2012). 

As I am aware that the intense amount of displays in the class can cause a sensory 

overload in some pupils, I would implement the technique of having a blank area of the 

classroom which does not have so many displays. The front of the class would be the most 

appropriate for this I would think as the pupils will often be facing that direction the most and 

they can turn to look at the displays and vocabulary when it is necessary at particular points 

in the lesson. Both Brookfield (1998, pp. 197-205) and Fook (2015) speak about how 

important it is to reflect on your practice by speaking to the learners and getting feedback 

from them. One way I could find out if the displays are helping or not is to ask the learners or 

to have a weekly Critical Reflection Questionnaire completed by every pupil, possibly during 

registration time as to not take away from lesson times. It is also useful for students to 

decide the colours and displays as it can make them more comfortable with their 

environment and can limit some of the problems that the displays can often cause when they 

now have the choice (Bennett, 2019). 

The case study of only observing one lesson has not given me a complete outlook as 

to whether this style of teaching would be beneficial in the long run, but from observing the 

lesson, it was definitely visible that there were at least small amounts of learning happening 

within the pupil that had asked for help originally as he was narrating what he was looking for 

and announcing his successes. This may have been because he knew the class was being 

observed and may not have made it so obvious to the teacher in a normal situation, but the 

use of scaffolding is a technique I will try out in my teaching practice. 

 In summary, the use of ‘Word wall’ displays on the welsh classroom wall was utilised 

using Donaldson’s (2016) four purposes. Encouraging pupils to work autonomously gives 

them the chance for holistic development. Using a case-study method with a Naturalistic 

observation approach to identify the critical incident, it is not clear whether the student’s 

advance in learning would be synonymous with every child in every classroom. However, the 
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findings do suggest that by children having the scaffolding to utilise when correctly 

demonstrated, there is reason to believe that this will encourage the pupils to gain 

confidence in their skills and the subject and they may be more willing to push themselves 

without needing as much pressure from a teacher for the whole lesson. The findings have 

presented negatives such as pupils becoming too reliant on the scaffolding, but there are 

suggestions within this paper that can help neutralise the issues and help limit some of the 

negative consequences of using such tactics. Within the Professional Standards of Teaching 

and Leadership (Welsh Government, 2019), there is a focus on the on-going management of 

the learning environment and that by effectively using this can promote positive learning 

habits and behaviours. By continuously reflecting on lessons and constantly refining 

teaching and learning habits based on what is observed in reflection, it is possible to create 

appropriate expectations from the practitioner’s and pupil’s point of view and promote their 

self-motivation. I have taken the approach of wider reading to investigate the topic in detail, 

from different points of view and utilise what I have found to improve my practice, and this 

will be applied throughout my teaching practice. 
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