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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. 

 

Introduction 

Critical evaluation and identifying future teaching and learning steps is a crucial part of 

developing yourself as an educator. Evaluating our actions and methods critically means we 

gain self-awareness of what things were a success, what things were not and how to 

improve next time (Smith, 2011, p. 214). In addition to this, identifying future teaching and 

learning steps helps to organise teaching into concise and coherent sections, this planning 

allows for a focus on how to help a range of different learners with varying abilities. In this 

assignment, the case study is based on a critical incident that has been observed at a 

comprehensive secondary school. There will be a discussion of the methodology for using a 

critical incident. It will be analysed in relation to Donaldson’s Four Purposes as mentioned in 

Successful Futures (Donaldson, 2015, p. 31) and to appropriate literature. After appropriate 

evaluation and reflection, conclusions will be developed. The areas identified for research 

were More Able and Talented pupils and Differentiation. A critical incident in simple terms is 

an incident observed in the classroom, that is later deeply analysed to reflect on the teaching 

practice to help develop the approach for the future, in order to overcome or prevent this 

incident from happening later(Tripp, 2012). 

 

Observation 

For the context of this assignment when talking about the school that was observed, it will be 

referred to as School X in accordance with the guidelines for anonymity as set out by the 

BERA guidelines point 40 (BERA, 2018, p. 21). School X is an English medium, mixed 

gender secondary comprehensive school (ages 11-16) in South Wales with around 900 

pupils (My Local School, 2018). According to the last Estyn report (Estyn, 2018) there are 

25.9% of pupils in School X who have additional learning needs (ALN), higher than the 

Welsh average of 22.9% at the time of the report. Additionally, School X has a higher 

percentage of students who have a statement of special educational needs at 3.7% 

compared to average Welsh schools which is 2.2%. School X has a small specialised 

teaching facility for the pupils with severe additional learning difficulties, the facility has a 
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maximum intake of 10 pupils. School X also has a pupil teacher ratio of 17.2 (My Local 

School, 2018). Which is higher than the average secondary school in that area at the time of 

its last report, according to Welsh Government statistics (Welsh Government, 2018). 

According to the last Estyn report School X was rated “yellow” this means that overall the 

quality of the school is good, and they only need a minimal amount of support from Estyn to 

achieve a “green” rating (Estyn, 2018). The class observed was on Thursday in late 

September and was lesson 5 which is straight after lunch and the last lesson of the day. The 

year 8 Maths class of 25 mixed gender pupils, that was a set two group. Despite being a set 

there was still a range of ability represented within the class. The class had a seating plan 

which used a boy/girl pattern that was set by the teacher.  

 

Methodology 

In order to carry out education research it is important to select the most appropriate 

method. Many education researchers use focus groups to gather qualitative data. This 

enables the researcher to gather information from a selected range of participants. The 

research requires there to be a set topic of interest and planning (Cohen et al.2011, pp. 436-

7). This was not possible in this particular setting in School X. The researcher was new to 

education research, but after some research has decided that quantitative research such as 

interviews with an element of questionnaires does not fit with the researcher purpose 

(Arthur, J. et al. 2012). It was therefore more appropriate to use a research method such as 

a case study but modified with a critical incident method as well. In case study there is a 

focus on one case(incident) or a few cases which are the studied in detail, with the main 

objective to gain a deep and full understanding of the case. While a case study approach is 

a type of qualitative research it also has a holistic focus and looking at the case as a whole 

(Punch, 2009). According to (Cohen et al. 2011, p. 289) “a case study also provides a 

unique example of real people in real situations,” this is valuable as allows the reader to 

understand the ideas rather than them looking at some hypothetical theory. A weakness of 

case studies is it difficult to generalise the case studies findings apart from similar cases to 

the one studied (Kumar, 2011). Another issue is case studies are prone to bias from the 

observer (Cohen et al. 2011, pp. 289-302). A critical incident method as noted by (Tripp, 

2012) has 2 stages, the first is an incident is observed and noted which is a description of 

what happened. The second is to take the incident observed analyse it and explain why the 

incident occurred, then you can use the incident as an example in a wider context normally a 

social context this is how you make it a critical incident. 
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The researcher entered the class with the intention of being a non-participating observer 

however, the researcher did not want to be stationary at the back of the class as they 

thought this would limit the opportunity to observe incidents. The researcher had decided not 

to use any particular observation model although, there was an opportunity in the lesson 

where a sociogram would have been useful. A sociogram is an effective visual depiction of 

the relationships between the students and could have been used to understand the group 

behaviours (Leung and Silberling, 2006). In the end the observation was recorded by writing 

un-structured field notes (see Appendix 1). The lesson observed was structured as normal, 

both the students and the teacher did not know they going to be observed beforehand. This 

helps to keep the observation as genuine as possible however, with any kind of observation 

the behaviour will always be different than normal, thanks to something known as the 

Hawthorne effect. The Hawthorne effect states when people know they are being studied 

they modify the way they behave by either disguising the normal actions and feelings or 

alternatively by acting out because someone has chosen to observe them this makes 

research difficult (Payne, Payne, 2004).  

 

Four Purposes 

This research case study focuses on a critical incident that highlighted the way in which a 

pupil in a Maths class was not being suitably stretched. The Maths lesson that the 

researcher observed was around 25 pupils. The class got to the core task of the lesson, 

which in this case was addition and subtraction of whole numbers and numbers with a 

decimal. The teacher began to write questions on the interactive whiteboard. First the 

teacher had put up questions 1 to 6 and within no time at all a pupil shouted out “finished 

miss”. The researcher who was near the pupil at the time, looked at the pupil’s work and 

noticed that they had indeed finished all 6 questions while their neighbouring pupils were still 

on question 2. The teacher’s response was to get the pupil to self-mark their work with a 

calculator. After the pupil had finished self-marking the pupil then began to mess around with 

their neighbouring pupils. The pupil also tried to help and assist them if they wanted. This 

continued for about 10 minutes until the teacher put a second lot of questions on the board, 

questions 7 to 12. Questions 7 to 11 were identically structured to the first 6 but with different 

values. The final question, however, was structured differently by having an additional 

number to add or subtract. Once again, the same pupil had finished these new questions 

within 5 minutes. It was clear to the researcher, at this point, that the pupil was not being 

stretched suitably. 
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In the new curriculum that has been proposed by Donaldson, one of the key four purposes 

mentioned in Successful Futures (Donaldson, 2015, p. 31) is to create ambitious and 

capable learners with the overall goal being to get learners ready and able to learn 

throughout their lives. The new curriculum has been put forward and developed by the 

Minister for Education, Kirsty Williams who set out her main aims as being to, “develop 

higher standards of literacy and numeracy, to become more digitally and bilingually 

competent, and evolve into enterprising, creative and critical thinkers” (Oral statement: 

Curriculum and Assessment Reform: A White Paper on Proposals for Legislative Change, 

2019). In the light of what was seen in the lesson, the pupil was not given the potential to 

work to a high standard or seek challenge, there were no opportunities in which the pupil 

could develop their own learning through questioning and problem solving. It was also seen 

that the pupil was not given appropriate opportunities to use number in different contexts or 

interpret data in different settings.  

 

Another key purpose mentioned in Successful Futures (Donaldson, 2015, p. 31) is to create 

enterprising and creative contributors. It is not surprising Donaldson has selected this 

because of research into the area of creativity by professionals such as Sir Ken Robinson 

(2011, p. 2) who noted that business leaders are promoting creativity and innovation as an 

important requirement. Robinson also remarks that “young children are buzzing with ideas” 

(Robinson, 2011, p. 2), So what happens while they are going out to become less creative. 

In light of the lesson the pupil clearly showed a great grasp of the Maths, however, the pupil 

did not get an opportunity to use their creativity to apply their skill and knowledge in Maths to 

solve a creative problem or one based in a real-world environment. 

  

 

Literature Review 

 

A Literature Review is an important part of research, it critically analyses the information 

gathered, reviews areas of controversy and helps to find solutions to any existing problems 

and formulating areas for further research. They also help the development of the full-depth 

of the subject, in order to ensure the critical analysis of methods and work. For the literature 

review, the researcher will be focussing on the critical incident. As stated previously, the 

critical incident that was observed was a student finishing their Maths problems way ahead 

of the rest of the class, showing that the student was not suitably stretched. This critical 

incident had many potential areas of focus such as behaviour, classroom management, pupil 

autonomy and pupil disengagement issues. After some preliminary research, the researcher 
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decided to investigate two main areas of More Able and Talented (MAT) pupils and 

Differentiation. 

 

The first area the researcher explored, was that of the MAT pupils. In Wales, the term MAT 

is used to describe a pupil who in other parts of the country is referred to as gifted, genius, 

exceptionally able or very bright (ACCAC, 2003). The Welsh Government notes that “More 

able and talented is used to describe learners who require enriched and extended 

opportunities across the curriculum in order to develop their abilities in one or more areas” 

(Welsh Government, 2015). Estyn refers to MAT pupils as “those who show particular ability 

or aptitude in one or more specific areas”. It also refers to pupils who are more able across 

the whole curriculum (Estyn, 2018). The Welsh Government noted that approximately 20% 

of the school’s population are considered MAT, with the top 2% highest achieving as 

exceptionally able pupils (ACCAC, 2003). A pupil can be MAT in one area but might struggle 

with the rest of the academic curriculum. In some cases, a pupil who has been identified as 

a MAT might also have ALN (Additional Learning Needs) (Welsh Government, 2003). 

In England, a MAT pupil is known as a ‘gifted learner’ and ‘talented learner’. There is a 

distinction between these two types of learners; a gifted learner is a pupil with greater 

academic abilities while talented learners are those with abilities in the creative arts such as 

music, drama or dance. It also describes pupils who are particularly talented at a type of 

physical education (The Good Schools Guide, 2019). It is interesting to note that if the 

definition is difficult to agree across the UK then the method of identifying a MAT pupil will 

also be difficult. Without a defined and specific definition of what a MAT pupil is then pupils 

may not be properly recognised as a MAT and then not provided for effectively. 

 

According to the ACCAC (2003) for MAT pupils “the identification process is not a once and 

for all assessment”. When trying to identify a MAT pupil, the teacher must take into account 

the pupil’s background, so they are assessed fairly. For example, having an assessment 

method based solely on literacy would limit those pupils who have English as an Additional 

Language (Public Support Division, 2003). To identify a MAT pupil, assessment should 

consider the whole pupil, not just their National Curriculum attainment. Teachers need to use 

formative assessments, standardised test scores and nominations from parents or other 

teaching staff to gain understanding of the whole child (Public Support Division, 2003). 

Successful identification of a MAT pupil comes down to the teacher. Eyre and Lowe (2002, 

p. 15) noted that “teachers can be effective in identifying the gifted and talented provided 

they have been trained in what to look for”. Therefore, the key component in identifying a 

MAT pupil is the teacher’s skilled opinion. The research felt this was good method and that 

the teacher’s trained opinion does hold a lot of merit, as they see the pupil a lot and set the 
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pupil multiple pieces of work and they will be able to see the trend if the pupil is not being 

suitably stretch. However, the researcher felt that there is a problem with this system, which 

was teacher bias, as it would be based on the teacher’s opinion. For example, if a pupil has 

made a bad first impression it would impede getting identified as a MAT pupil.  

 

There are several problems when a pupil is not being suitably stretched. As seen in the 

critical incident (see Appendix 1), the pupil finished work very quickly and was then bored 

and had nothing to do, which lead to misbehaviour. Research into MAT pupils demonstrates 

that this would be an issue as some MAT pupil work at a much faster pace than the other 

members of the class (NCCA, 2007, p. 55). This means if the work is not suitably 

challenging, they will tend to get bored more often, which could lead to misbehaving or 

disengagement in the lesson (Fallis, 2003, p.109). Additionally, the MAT pupils need to be 

provided for however, this does not necessarily mean giving them extra work, especially if 

the work is at the same level as the previous one. Taking the critical incident for example, 

just giving the student more Maths problems might make them take a little bit longer, 

however, it is not going to challenge them intellectually. This can also have a negative effect, 

the MAT pupil might decrease their productivity, if they know that they can receive more 

work than their fellow pupils just because they finished faster (Vargas, 2013, p. 68). 

Furthermore, a MAT pupil might have a much higher level of intellectual development than 

emotional development, this can lead to an issue with the pupil making friends and working 

as part of the team (The Good Schools Guide, 2019). As mentioned above, giving the MAT 

pupil extra work may ostracise them as other pupils in the class may see them receiving 

special treatment as favouritism.  

 

According to the Curriculum Council for Wales (1993), “differentiation is the process of 

matching teaching, learning and assessment processes to the ability, prior attainment and 

experiences of each individual pupil”. It goes on to say that all pupils should be stretched to 

their full capabilities and opportunities to demonstrate their full range of knowledge. As noted 

by O’Brien and Guiney (2001), differentiation is nothing new and has been in the school 

system for many years. Unfortunately, it has been labelled as being a bit of a “buzzword” 

and a major consequence of this is that it is not seen as an integral part of a teacher’s 

everyday interactions. They move on to state that differentiation is about enabling the learner 

to gain access to the curriculum, in this sense they are talking about students who might be 

struggling, however, this also works for MAT pupils who should gain access to a higher level 

of the curriculum. Most classrooms in Wales are mixed ability, which means that while both 

MAT and underachieving pupils require differentiation, it is hard to achieve this. This is even 

true in classes such as Maths which are grouped by ability but where there is still a large 
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ability range (White, Fletcher-Campbell and Ridley, 2013). There are various ways to 

differentiate, as stated above the first is to group according to ability. This is a commonly 

used method; however, it does not account for the needs of individual pupils. For example, 

pupils who are exceeding the academic ability of the rest of the class will not be challenged 

to reach their full potential (Curriculum Council for Wales, 1993). As stated previously, 

another method is supplementary or extension work. This is given when a student has 

completed the assigned work and is given addition questions to answer whilst the teacher 

can support any pupils struggling with the first task. As discussed earlier, there is issues with 

this method if the pupil sees the work extension as just unnecessary additional work and will 

most likely decrease in productivity (Vargas, 2013). However, sometimes the supplementary 

work given might to investigate the topic further or to move on to the next topic (Curriculum 

Council for Wales, 1993). Giving the MAT pupil independent work such as, investigations or 

problem-solving that challenges them and allows them to think creatively (White, Fletcher-

Campbell and Ridley, 2013). Doing this will allow the pupil to become more of an 

independent learner. Montgomery (1996) noted giving a pupil a structured independent 

project to work, on rather than them wasting time doing extra examples waiting for their 

classmates to finish is much more useful. Another method is to modify the original task, this 

is really easy for subjects such as Maths as simply altering numerical values can change the 

level of difficulty or if it is work the class has done previously step-by-step, give more 

problems out but less instructional information (Curriculum Council for Wales, 1993). 

In summary, there are already various strategies in place to provide for MAT pupils in the 

classroom, each with their own benefits and challenges. The best outcome seems to be to 

differentiate the work, using one of the strategies mentioned. Then to monitor the pupil to 

see if that strategy is working and if that is not effective, to try using another until that 

individual’s needs have been catered for. The most effective way to do this is to create an 

Individual Education Plan (IEP) for the MAT pupil (Eyre, 1997, p. 132). This will help track 

the pupils need such as, special targets for area they are more able, any difficulties in other 

areas and any social targets. Eyre (1997) notes most IEP are set up for pupils who have an 

ALN, however, the system is easily modified for the MAT who require their individual needs 

monitored too.  

 

 

 

Reflection/Evaluation & Next Steps 

As described earlier, my critical incident is about a pupil who had finished their maths 

problems almost straight away and began to disengage and misbehave during the lesson, 
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so it was obvious on reflection that the pupil was not being suitably stretched. Based on the 

critical incident and the evidence the researcher has collected, it is accurate to assume that 

this pupil was likely a MAT pupil. However, it is also possible that he is not a MAT pupil, 

given the fact there is a high percentage of students in School X with ALN, which may have 

made it difficult to clearly identify him as a MAT student because he was only observed for a 

single incident. 

Critical reflection can help to support improvements in an individual’s development and can 

ensure we grow and expand our skills in the future. It also helps us to be critical of our 

performance previously, examining what could have been better (Smith, 2011, p. 214). For 

the critical incident, the researcher used the Assisted Reflection Conclusions (ARC) model. 

The ARC reflection model is split into several sections which helps give the researcher a 

strong structure to fellow and allows, the research to focus their reflection and organise their 

thoughts regarding the critical incident more effectively which will help the researcher come 

to a conclusion and possible solutions if the incident happens again (see Appendix 2). 

 

After critical reflection of the incident it seems in hindsight, that incident could have been 

avoided with pre-planned differentiation such as, extension work which would keep MAT 

pupils like this one, on track and adequately challenged. So, it appears that the key element 

of the incident comes down to inefficient lesson planning or not planning for the pupils’ 

individual needs. “It is important at an early stage of lesson planning to consider the 

aptitudes and abilities of the students you will be teaching” (Butt, 2003). This is an important 

part of lesson planning and this is essentially what differentiation is, however, it is not that 

straight forward. As every pupil is different and requires their own individual form of 

differentiation, however, this can take a lot of time that most teachers don’t have and this 

also requires a element of trial and error as you will not know what works well the first time 

you do it.  

After reflecting on the critical incident, I have considered what I may have done differently if I 

was the teacher in charge. The key aspect of this is differentiation of work. I feel the best 

way to combat this, is to create different levels of a task ‘Bronze’, ‘Silver’ and ‘Gold’ for 

example (Curriculum Council for Wales, 1993, P. 11). These will not be different tasks 

however; they will be modified versions of each other. For example, if we were looking at 

adding and subtracting decimal numbers, ‘Bronze’ may be adding and subtracting simple 

decimals, ‘Silver’ may be adding more advanced decimals and ‘Gold’ may be adding more 

advanced decimals and long subtraction. 

This means that, students will be able to determine their own abilities and identify what level 

they are working at. It also means that any MAT students are less likely to feel disengaged 

because they can work at the highest ’Gold’ level. I believe that this method of differentiation 
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will be useful for all students, as if they feel more confident in a certain area, they can try 

higher levels in the topic which helps boost self-confidence and ambition, which is a key 

purpose of Donaldson’s Successful Future (Donaldson, 2015). This is also a good indicator 

of how the class is doing as a whole, for example, if everyone in the class chooses to do a 

‘Bronze’ level task, this shows that students are less confident and we may need to reflect 

on how the class is doing. Furthermore, this adds to the element of choice giving pupils a 

say in their learning and how they’re learning meaning, more ambitious students may push 

themselves for higher levels. It is also important to remember that higher achievers in Maths, 

for example, should be provided opportunities to put their learned knowledge into different or 

real-world contexts, which will allow them to develop their creative problem-solving. Overall, I 

feel that reflection is a key part of teaching and helps us to improve both our personal and 

professional development, in order to assist a wide range of learners in their studies. 

 

Conclusion 

In conclusion in this case study, I have critically analysed an incident in a classroom and 

compared this to Donaldson’s Successful Futures (Donaldson, 2015). I then reflected on this 

incident using my research on More Able and Talented pupils and Differentiation, to examine 

what I could have put in place to improve or avoid the incident. Overall, I have concluded 

that Differentiation was the key to resolving this incident. I found this case study beneficial 

and discovered that the role of reflection in teaching practice is very crucial because, you 

can really learn a lot by analysing an incident or lesson. 

This is essentially the role of a reflective practitioner. Schӧn (1987, p. 61) describes 

reflection in practice as serving as a “corrective to over-learning” meaning that, only through 

reflection can we properly grow and criticise our prior understandings and methods. He also 

describes how the role of a reflective practitioner may not even be done consciously, it may 

be done in “idle speculation or in a deliberate effort to prepare for future cases”. 

This approach links to several of the Professional Standards for Teaching and Leadership, 

primarily the continuing professional learning section that states the development of critical 

reflection and learning of the teacher promotes professional growth (Welsh Government, 

2017) Another section that links to the approach is, the wider reading and research findings 

section. During this case study, I was required to do a large amount of research to expand 

my knowledge and understanding of critical analysis, as well MAT pupils and Differentiation 

in the classroom this means, I have increased my confidence around the theories and 

research of my day to day teaching practice. 
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Appendices 
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