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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. 

 

Over recent years, the use of critical incidents within education and teaching has been a widely used 

qualitative based research method (Le Mare and Sohbat, 2002 and Parker, 1995 cited in Shapira-

Lishchinsky, 2011: 649). When addressing the different critical incidents seen within education, 

examples can vary from positive events to challenging or negative experiences (McGarr and 

McCormack, 2016) which are all being created within the learning and not just ‘things’ (Tripp, 2012). 

Although many critical events may differ, some may be classed as a major event and others can be 

noted not to be as dramatic (Tripp, 1993 cited in McGarr et al, 2016) and not to involve a lot of 

tension (Shapira-Lishchinsky, 2011). To make an event which occurs in the educational context a 

critical incident, it is the attachment of meaning to an incident (Tripp, 2012) and its significance to 

the teachers around them (Shapira-Lishchinksy, 2011). Examples of critical incidents within 

education can vary from bad behaviour in the classroom, the more able and talented pupils, wall 

displays, and other factors of the classroom including staff.  

 

Critical incidents within education can be used in many different ways, however one example by 

McGarr et al (2016) suggest that the critical incidents can be used to challenge teachers to reflect on 

one’s practice. As noted by Selmo and Orsenigo (2014), reflection is useful as it gives opportunity to 

discover, articulate and act. Reflecting on what teachers do within the educational context is also 

crucial to the development of professional judgement (Tripp, 2012 and Selmo et al, 2014). Sharing 

critical incidents with others can also promote reflection and provide the pathways to gain insights 

into the increasingly diverse learning community (Pui-Lan, Brown, Delamarter, Frank, Marshall, 

Menn and Riggs, 2005). Within the twentieth century, it was John Dewey who first introduced the 

concept of reflective thinking (Roffey-Barantsen and Malthouse, 2013) and much of the work in 

accordance with reflection is grounded in his work (Walshe and Driver, 2019). Dewey (1933 cited in 

Selmo et al, 2014) argued that learning through experience was enriched and improved when 

reflecting on experience also. However, research across the past few years has identified some 

possible difficulties with the notion of reflection as some teachers and practitioners within education 

can find it difficult to confront, analyse and evaluate their own practice (Walshe et al, 2019). 
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For the purposes of anonymity and protection for the schools and pupils involved with the critical 

incident observation, this essay will follow the BERA (2018) guidelines to ensure anonymity at all 

times. For this purpose, the school used for the critical incident will be referred to as School A 

instead of their actual name. School A is situated in a suburban area in the West of Swansea, with 

170 pupils between the ages of three and eleven within seven mixed-age classes. In addition to 

these classes, the school offers a part-time nursery and two separate specialist teaching facilities for 

pupils with a range of learning difficulties. Around 38% of the pupils are identified to have additional 

learning needs, with 16% of these being in the separate specialist teaching facility holding a 

statement of additional learning needs. It was estimated within the most recent Estyn report that 

23% of the pupils are entitled to free school meals which was noted to be slightly above the national 

average (Estyn, 2017).  

 

In order to conduct the research to gather information and date in accordance with a critical 

incident within the school environment, the method of research conducted was through 

observations. Before conducting this research, it was crucial to research into the various different 

methods of observation work that can take place within an education setting. Although there are 

many different types of observation, some being structured or unstructured and some possibly more 

formal, it was important to identify the most appropriate means of observation for this particular 

task. Many researchers identify the use of critical incidents within education through linking with the 

basic principles of using case studies within research. As noted by Cohen (2000), within observing a 

case study there are two forms of observation that can be used, this being participant observation 

and then non-participant observation. When addressing participant observation, Bonner and 

Tolhurst (2002) argue that it involves looking, listening and asking within the environment that is 

being observed. Cooper, Lewis and Urquhart (2004) expand on this stressing that participant 

observation has been used to study various groups of people and therefore consequently involved 

gathering impressions and perceptions of behaviour within a setting (Bonner et al, 2002). Gillham 

(2000) notes that when participant observation is being undertaken, researchers are situated within 

the setting and researchers aim is to participate and join in with any activity (Roberts-Holmes, 2018 

and Arthur, Waring, Coe and Hedges, 2012). Adler and Adler (1994, cited in Cohen, Manion and 

Morrison, 2011: pp. 457) stress the importance of participant observation not only in educational 

research but in everyday life as they argue that all forms of research are some elements of 

participant observation as we cannot study and understand the world without being a part of it.  
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Non-participant observation within research is a form of structured observation (Gillham, 2000) 

meaning that the researcher will stand away from activities (Cohen et al, 2011) rather than the 

involvement with participant observations. Within non-participant observation, it is argued by many 

such as Cooper et al (2004) that researches will have limited amounts of time with research 

participants and less preparation to do for any tasks and therefore the best manner to visualise non-

participant observations is that of the researcher sitting in the back of the class not being an active 

member of any tasks (Cohen et al, 2011).  

 

Although both themes forms of observations can be argued to be relatively different in terms of 

research, for this type of research when discovering a critical incident within the classroom, it was 

useful and necessary to use both however the majority use of observations used for this particular 

piece of research was that of participant observation. When with a group of young children, it can be 

difficult to sit away from the task and be a non-active member of activities, therefore at times it was 

crucial to be hands on and join in. There are many advantages and disadvantages of using these 

forms of observation techniques, however it is beneficial to know their strengths and limitations 

prior to conducting research. When addressing the advantages of using a participant observation 

method, as noted by Roberts-Holmes (2018), researchers are able to gain experience and knowledge 

on the research topic at a personal and first-hand level. Cohen et al (2011) agreed with this stating 

that this form of research is an extremely powerful method into gaining further knowledge into 

different situations. Another advantage is that the researcher can get the informal reality of a 

situation within the classroom (Gillham, 2000) and learn of different aspects of that particular 

classroom from the aspect of a member (Hopkins, 2014).  

 

Although there are many benefits of this particular research method, it is crucial to evaluate its 

possible limitations to ensure the best research possible. One possible issue is the way different 

researchers collect their observations, if a researcher is involved heavily in a task, they may not have 

the chance to take notes or illustrations (Hartas, 2010) and when looking back on research may be 

puzzled or have forgotten some crucial information. Another issue which was highlighted through 

research in accordance to observations and personal concerns was that every researchers 

judgements of an event can be different and possibly infer different beliefs to what they may 

observe (Roberts-Holmes, 2018) and may too quickly jump to conclusions of what has been seen 

(Hopkins, 2014 and Cohen et al, 2011).  
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The critical incident used for this analysis will be that mentioned within Appendix C below. The 

incident took place within a year two class which held a range of mixed abilities across the class. 

During the lesson, all pupils within the class besides one child with a differentiated task with the 

teaching assistant, were asked to complete a carrousel of activities ranging from mathematics with 

shape work, handwriting tasks, work on alphabet sounds and then role play within the cafe area 

using sentence starters to remain on task within this play area. Within this particular class were four 

different groups, all matched to their abilities. When working with the higher ability group, it was 

evident that once they had finished their task, they would become frustrated or bored as they would 

be waiting for other groups to finish their task or move on to another area within the classroom. A 

number of the pupils described themselves to feel bored or described their tasks as too easy and 

were frustrated not to be moving on. This made a critical incident as their learning and progress 

would come to an end once they finished a task and weren’t pushed further to their highest ability.  

 

The four purposes proposed within Successful Futures are guidance and suggestions that hope to 

create children and young people into individual beings. The four purposes follow such as to be 

ambitious, capable learners, to be ethical, informed citizens, to be enterprising, creative contributors 

and to be healthy, confident individuals (Welsh Government, 2015). As noted within the Draft 

Curriculum for Wales 2022 (Welsh Government, 2019), the four purposes have aided in designing 

and developing the new curriculum. It was also argued within the draft curriculum that the purposes 

are not only headlines for the curriculum but are also elements that should underpin education 

across Wales. It was suggested that the curriculum should include activities and assessments that 

correlate with the four purposes which will, in time, create the desired learners that the purposes 

set up.  

 

Through linking the above critical incident and the four purposes of the new curriculum, the one 

purpose that is most relevant is that the curriculum should create and inspire ambitious, capable 

learners. When addressing the purpose of developing learners into being ambitious, capable 

learners, ready to learn throughout their lives, teachers are urged to create and adapt activities for 

all learners that stretch their learning experience and encourage learners to step out of their 

comfort zone and develop their knowledge to the highest of their abilities.  

 

Within this literature review, a range of different themes and topics in accordance with the critical 

incident will be addressed. Being that the critical incident is in accordance with the higher ability 

learners in the classroom finishing tasks earlier and not being pushed out of their comfort zones 
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within different tasks, the literature review will focus on the More Able and Talented (MAT) learners 

and aspects of social constructivism that are associated with these particular learners.  

 

More Able and Talented (MAT) Learners 

 

All schools around the world, and therefore in Wales, will have a number of pupils who are 

massively capable and knowledgeable in one or more areas of the curriculum (Skyrme, 2016). Across 

Wales, the term MAT is associated with the number of pupils who require extended opportunities 

for enrichment and possible extension of tasks or attributes of the curriculum in comparison to the 

general classroom (Wallace and Donelly, 2004) and therefore for educational purposes Wales has 

adopted the term MAT for these particular pupils (Skyrme, 2016). MAT pupils, as argued by Wallace 

et al (2004) is a range of pupils from those who are, in general, more able across the curriculum, and 

for others that show talent in one or more specific individual areas. Estyn (2012, cited in Wallace et 

al, 2004: 1) state that across Wales, approximately 20% of pupils need extended provision to 

develop their abilities. Kammi and Ewing (1996) expand on the abilities of gifted learners, arguing 

that pupils may show abilities in curriculum subjects or in a specific area, but also show good and 

appropriate team working and leadership skills. MAT pupils in schools should not just discover their 

talents in school but must also be given endless opportunities to extend and improve these (Wallace 

et al, 2004) and therefore these pupils need access to challenging and broad curriculum and 

schooling opportunities (Eyre and Lowe, 2002).  

 

For the majority of teachers, the recognition of MAT pupils and their nurturing of their abilities can 

be an exciting and challenging task (Koshy, 2002) as a range of characteristics and processes can 

contribute to high achievements and abilities (Wallace et al, 2004). For the majority of schools, 

meeting the needs of these particular pupils is a commitment embedded within school practices to 

ensure suitable educational opportunities for all of its learners (Eyre et al, 2002) and therefore 

meeting the needs of MAT pupils is all about building on good school practice and not something 

entirely different from all the other pupils (Eyre and McClure, 2001). An effective school for the 

pupils with MAT abilities will consider the needs of the high ability pupils when planning aspects 

such as assessment and pupil grouping to ensure everyone is at a similar level of advantage 

throughout the school day (Eyre et all, 2002). In basic terms, whatever we label our gifted learners, 

the most important aspect of their educational experience is what is provided for them in their 

lessons and opportunities (Koshy, 2002). Building on this, Estyn (2018) argue that the most effective 

schools in terms of its MAT learners provide a high level of autonomy within extremely careful and 
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strategic long-term planning allowing not only a broad and balanced curriculum but also developing 

the pupils with the abilities to take charge of their own learning and follow their own interests.  

 

Although to many teachers the notion of identifying MAT learners within the classroom may be a 

daunting or difficult challenge (Koshy, 2002) its importance is paramount. Eyre et al (2002) argue, 

especially in the primary classroom, that MAT provision should be available throughout the entire 

classroom as if learning is not differentiated, some learners may feel frustrated and not be pushed 

to their greatest abilities (Wallace et al, 2004). Through this therefore the social and emotional 

needs of a learner should be paramount to their educational experience.  

 

As argued by Robinson and Campbell (2010, cited in Skyrme, 2016: 4) one possible issue with the 

provision and opportunities for MAT learners is that many schools don’t prioritise this group of 

pupils but will prioritise the pupils who may be underachieving. Porter (1999) expands on this, 

stressing that gifted learners across the curriculum may already be seen to be at an advantage 

compared to many other learners and therefore argue that there is no need for a special focus on a 

small group across the education system. Another possible issue with having a label for MAT 

learners is that it may affect their attitudes or others attitudes towards their learning (Taber, 2007) 

and therefore Urska and Primoz (2013) stress that to accommodate these learners, a holistic 

approach is the best way forward. Not only do their cognitive skills needs to be addressed but also 

the social and emotional impacts must be considered. 

 

Many strategies and opinions have been argued in accordance with the best manner in attempting 

to support and develop the learning of MAT learners. Cohen, Manion, Morrison and Wyse (2010) 

suggest that to support gifted learners within the classroom, teachers must attempt to develop 

appropriate study skills within all their learners so that they are confident with their work and how 

to go about it in the correct manner. Wallace (2001) suggest that teachers should encourage 

children to ask questions throughout the learning experience as this has the potential to encourage 

motivation and a sense of ownership towards their developments. Fielder (2007) expanded on this 

noting at the beginning of any new theme or task, and for all learners including those of the MAT 

group, pupils should make a list of questions that would like to answer over the course of the 

lessons. Pupils will then be expected and encouraged to go back over these questions, during and 

after the lesson, to possibly self-assess and monitor their own learning.  

 

Social Constructivism  
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Kammi et al (1996) note that social constructivism is the view that learning begins within the 

individual child itself, and over recent decades has become increasingly popular within the education 

system and with the teachings of MAT pupils. Not only are these teaching strategies believed to be 

excellent for cognitive skills, but also have major effect socially for the majority of students (Powell 

and Kalina, 2009). Ultanir (2010) stresses that a social constructivist’ approach towards learning 

demonstrates that pupils create their own learning and will therefore expand knowledge and 

understanding based on information they already may know and this can be done through the social 

interactions in the classroom alongside a critical way of thinking and doing (Powell et al, 2009). 

Ultimately, a social constructivist view on learning is that pupils must build on prior knowledge 

through elements of reflections and meaning making (Hirtle, 1996). Through this method, not only 

will the MAT pupils benefit but also all members of the classroom should benefit (Powell et al, 

2009).  

 

One major influencer in the field of social constructivism was the work of Lev Vygotsky. Within his 

work, Vygotsky (1978, cited in Wallace, 2001: 7) stressed that children will learn new topics when 

they can make links with previous knowledge. One major strategy to do this is through dialogue and 

possible interaction with others with different abilities and backgrounds (Churcher, Downs and 

Tewksbury, 2014). When addressing social constructivist theories of learning within education, and 

drawing on Vygotsky’s work, many theorists will place social interactions with a range of individuals 

such as teachers, peers and other adults as a major influencer in children’s development (Koshy, 

Ernest and Casey, 2009). Vygotsky also argued that in order for an activity to be tailored and 

appropriate for a child, there must be an element of challenge within it, so all learners are aiming for 

success (Eyre et al, 2001). When examining Vygotsky’s work, the term Zone of Proximal 

Development (ZPD) is his most well-known idea and concept across learning and development 

(Kozulin, Gindis, Ageyev and Miller, 2003). According to this concept, education is there for children 

to have a range of different experiences within their own personal ZPD by providing individual 

challenges and targets (Koshy, 2002). Simply, the ZPD is an area in children’s development where a 

child’s knowledge and understanding are pushed from where the learner can work unaided to 

where the child can push themselves to work at a higher level with another adult or peer (Koshy et 

all, 2009).  

 

Another aspect of social constructivism which also links with the learning and development of MAT 

pupils is that of Bjork and Bjork (cited in Speer, 2015: 237) with desirable difficulties. The use of 
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desirable difficulties can also be associated with the notion of productive struggle. This form of 

learning can have a range of both advantages and disadvantages as well as positive long-term 

effects. As stressed by Speer (2015), this strategy is designed with a purpose of enhancing long-term 

retention of information and the ability to transfer learning towards different subjects and 

knowledge in life. The use of desirable difficulties causes learners to stop, think and then engage in 

whatever task they are doing (D’Mello Lehman, Pekrun and Graesser, 2014) in both academic and 

non-academic tasks. For practitioners to be successful in delivering desirable difficulties, learning 

should not be predictable for the pupils and therefore should have varying conditions (Bjork, 2015). 

An example of this could be to vary assessment methods for the children so they become challenged 

in a number of different manners, this will therefore make learning harder for every learner to a 

certain extent (Weissgerber, Reinhard and Schindler, 2016). Some benefits to this teaching strategy 

include a greater depth and ability to process information, better memory representations and a 

greater ability in memory retrieval (D’Mello et al, 2014). These are all forms of transferable skills that 

could be used across the curriculum. It is clear that the introduction of desirable difficulties to the 

classroom could enhance learning in a variety of manners (Rabinowitz, 2017), it is important for all 

teachers to consider that this should be presented in a positive and respectful approach. This could 

be achieved by providing appropriate learning goals and objectives (Weissgerber et al, 2016) as 

through positivity the idea of challenges in the classroom can aid in high motivation for peers 

(Wallace, Leyden, Montgomery, Winstanley, Pomerantz and Fitton, 2010). However, a slight issue 

that can come with this form of strategy is that if a task is too difficult or not engaging for its 

learners, some can become less motivated (Rabinowitz) and uninterested and therefore miss out on 

opportunities to expand on their learning and knowledge.  

 

As stressed above, the importance on reflection within education and teaching standards is 

paramount within current times and changes across the curriculum in Wales (Welsh Government, 

2019). When addressing the critical incident, it was clear that this type of event can happen in the 

majority of classrooms, however the manner in which a teacher deals with these occurrences is the 

most important part of it. It is quite clear that the focus of the critical incident was that of MAT 

learners and their provision in the classroom and the possible extensions teachers and peers could 

set these pupils. As noted within the appendices, the model of reflection that was used was that of 

the ARC model and within the observations a model from the work of Fletcher was used. The 

observation sheets below are quite detailed in order to ensure all aspects of the classroom were 

covered including resources, staffing, ranging abilities and other attributes in order to get a full 

perspective of the classroom and its effects.  
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When reflecting back on this critical incident, it was important to consider the implications this was 

having on the learning of the pupils involved and those around the incident. When the higher ability 

pupils had finished their task, they were aware of their ability levels and then would be left to do 

what they wanted. This was not only affecting the learning of others around them, who either 

finished their task quicker and with less effort in order to do the same or other felt disheartened 

that they couldn’t complete the task as quickly or to a high of a standard. In order to avoid this 

happening across the future, it was discussed after with the teacher that further tasks were going to 

be provided to push the MAT learners out of their comfort zone and extend their knowledge in 

every task as much as possible. Examples of this could include further task sheets to complete if 

finished earlier, with a range of difficulties to encourage children to push themselves out of their 

boundaries. Differentiating tasks in every subject is also a method in which some teachers would 

deal with this particular critical incident, therefore with the tasks set for every ability, all learners 

across the class should hopefully end their tasks at roughly the same time causing no disruptions in 

the classroom due to other finishing at different times. Another strategy some teachers may adopt is 

opting to use the pupils who have finished the task to help others in the class that may be struggling. 

Through using this particular method, the children who may be struggling will be gaining help and 

staying on task and the MAT learners will be gaining enriched experience of socially involving 

themselves in the class and helping their peers. This method could also enhance their confidence in 

a topic, and as mentioned above could potentially increase their motivation in the school 

experience.  

 

Through using the ARC model to form critical reflections and draw upon experiences it was clear that 

building on thoughts and feelings was crucial, these can be seen within the appendices. It is 

apparent therefore that the need for critical reflections is crucial throughout education and teaching 

standards. With the new curriculum, the need for reflection is major role for both pupils and the 

teachers as to improve teaching and learning, criticality is a major emphasis on the role of a teacher. 

As noted above, reflection can have endless advantages such as extending learning and our own 

personal knowledge and the impact this can have on an individuals’ overall teaching. 

 

It was clear whilst writing this paper that the role of reflection, observation and research is now a 

major part of the teaching role in Wales. In order to successfully do this for the identification and 

research of this particular critical incident, as noted above, the observation method that took place 

was a blend of both participant and non-participant observation. This enabled the observations to 
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be hands-on activities which ensured some aspects of deeper understanding however where 

possible it was necessary to stand back and not participate to ensure no bias took place or that there 

were no interruptions or distractions from an outsider doing research and the children getting 

distracted. The identification of the critical incident came through the various different lessons that 

were observed. It was extremely beneficial to be placed in a variety of classes to get to grips with 

how to observe and possible strategies that could be used in order to observe correctly and spot any 

common attributes from classroom to classroom. This was not only beneficial for working on this 

paper, but also in accordance to understand the importance reflection has on the new teaching 

standards for Wales. Through identifying the critical incident and researching different elements for 

the literature review, it gained research in how and what possible strategies could be placed to avoid 

this happening in the future and therefore provide possible suggestions for improvement.  
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