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Aim of Project 
The Case Study’s focus of “Challenge for the brightest learners” had many 

origins. The initial trigger for the report was Sir Michael Wilshaw’s and 

Ofsted’s indications that many comprehensive secondary schools are 

failing to meet the needs of the brightest children by not sufficiently 

challenging them. Subsequently, it has been suggested that schools will be 

marked down in Ofsted inspections if they do not demonstrate that they are 

successfully meeting the needs of the brightest children (Wilshaw cited in 

Garner 2013; Ofsted June 2013; Paton 2012). At a school level, the Case 

Study was given further reinforcement after the recent Ofsted inspection 

(Ofsted 26 June 2013: p. 1) highlighted that the work set by teachers at the 

school “does not always stretch more-able students.” On a personal note I 

have found teaching mixed ability groups sometimes left a feeling of 

frustration as I feel that I sometimes “teach to the middle.” Having worked 

with teachers within the school and from other schools, reviewing 

resources and learning styles that can potentially support the less able, I 

now wished to turn my attention to the most able.   

The following research question and objectives were created as a result:  

Research question: How can we challenge the very brightest children at 

Key Stage 4?   

Objectives:  

1) To gather qualitative data concerned with how we currently challenge 

the very brightest children at Key Stage 4. 

2) To discuss and reflect on how we currently meet the needs of the very 

brightest children.  

3) To research methods that could be implemented from September 2013 to 

help us improve and enhance the way in which we challenge the very 

brightest children at Key Stage 4.  

Project Details 

 

Design:  

The research methods used for the Case Study were very much influenced 

by what was practical and feasible in the time set aside for both the 

research and the write up (Sikes 2004: p. 17). The research relied on the co-

operation and assistance of staff and students and as a result could only be 

carried out at certain times and under certain conditions. The focus 
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throughout the Case Study was to gather qualitative data rather than 

quantitative. This method of collecting evidence was chosen to give 

‘richer’, more in-depth data which could include personal explanations 

(Batlett and Leask 2009: pp. 306-307). Although, a Pilot Study would have 

been carried out ideally, unfortunately, there was no time or funding for a 

Pilot Study (Opie 2004: p. 89) and hence evidence collecting for the final 

write up of the Case Study began straight away. A form of triangulation 

was employed by the Case Study by mixing Observation (in the form of a 

“Student Track”), Interview (in the form of a “Pupil Voice) and 

Questionnaires (through staff questionnaire). The purpose of using 

triangulation, as stated starkly by Olsen (W. 2004: p.4), is to get “two or 

three viewpoints upon the things being studied.”  

 

Sample: 

Due to time constraints in carrying out the Case Study it was decided the 

empirical research being conducted needed to be a small scale project with 

a small sample size (Punch 2009: pp. 42-43). As the focus of the Case 

Study was looking at the brightest children at Key Stage 4 it seemed 

essential to begin by identifying the brightest children at Key Stage 4 for 

the Observation stage of the Case Study. This in itself posed issues, with 

little time to identify what is really meant by “brightest,” online data based 

on students end of Key Stage 4 target grades for English, Maths and 

Science (Core Subjects) had to be used. As a result, SISRA ONLINE was 

used to identify the “brightest” thirty students in Year 10, using their 

English, Maths and Science target attainments as a basis. Rather primitively 

thirty students were used as there appears to be an unwritten consensus that 

thirty is essentially the maximum class size (politics.co.uk). The sample at 

this stage could therefore be defined as a non-probability purposive sample, 

selected because of their relevance to the focus of the Case Study (Trochim 

2004).  Once identified the thirty students were put into descending order 

and divided into a boy sample and a girl sample. Random stratified 

sampling (Cohen et al. 2011: p. 154) was then used by giving the boys in 

the boy sample and the girls in the girl sample each a number and entering 

each sample into www.random.org.  Thus, two boys and two girls were 

selected to provide a representative sample for the Observation (or “Student 

Tracking”) section of the Case Study. From here on in, these students will 

be referred to as Student A, Student B, Student C and Student D. For the 

Interview (or “Pupil Voice”) the same method was utilised, again selecting 

two girls and two boys. This sample will be referred to as Student E, 

Student F, Student G and Student H for the remainder of the Case Study. 

The Questionnaire sample began life as a non-probability purposive 

sample, like the Observation sample. The five Teaching staff from the 

Observation stage of the Case Study were then given the opportunity of 

completing the Questionnaire and to increase the number of people 

completing the questionnaire, a Convenience sample (Cohen et al. 2011: p. 

155-156) was then employed. As a result the questionnaire was distributed 

to a further nine people all with Planning Preparation and Assessment time 

on a set day.   

 

Procedure: 

After identification of the “Student Track” sample the timetables of Student 

A, B, C and D were studied. Three Core Subjects with setted classes were 

identified, each session containing at least two members of the selection 
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sample. Next, two Option Subjects with mixed ability classes were 

identified. These sessions only contained one member of the selection 

sample which may possibly have altered the validity and reliability of the 

Observation data. As suggested by Heightman (2009: p. 65), the five 

members of Teaching Staff were approached in person about the possibility 

of observing their hour long lesson as part of “Student Track,” and when 

their permission was granted they were told that the focus of the 

Observation was “challenge” and as a result they would be given complete 

anonymity during the write up of the Case Study. The purpose of 

anonymity in the Case Study was because only a small sample of lessons 

had been observed and I did not want the Teaching Staff to feel that their 

teaching methods were being assessed for their provision of challenge for 

the brightest children, when really at this stage it was student involvement, 

actions and reactions to task I was interested in (Punch 2009: pp.50-51). 

The Observations, (hour long lessons, spread over a three day period), 

made use of a semi-structured observation technique (Cohen et al. 2011: p. 

456-457) where a set chart was used to record the time, the student activity 

as set by the teacher, and the student action (see Appendix 1). No mention 

to the subject or specific activity was to be added into the chart. After a 

couple of weeks, the five Teaching Staff where emailed out a copy of the 

Questionnaire (see Appendix 2) with the accompanying email (Appendix 

(Appendix 3). The next step of the research was then to organise the “Pupil 

Voice”. After the “Pupil Voice” sample was selected, a message was sent 

to the students via their tutors asking them to come to a meeting at a set 

time and to inform that they were not in any trouble. A semi-structured 

interview was used for the “Pupil Voice” to allow for more flexibility and 

“more latitude response” (Opie 2004) and, therefore, I entered the interview 

room on the designated time with only three focuses to be discussed (see 

Appendix 4). The final stage of the Case Study procedure was to gather 

more research by handing out the Questionnaire to a convenience sample. 

Alongside the research, a brief literature review was continuously being 

carried out.  

Who was involved? 
(collaborative partners) 

Five members of staff allowed for observations in their lessons. 

Four students were tracked over a period of one-five lessons. 

Three students attended the student interview stage (four students were 

asked, but one student did not attend). 

Eleven members of staff completed the staff questionnaire (fourteen were 

given the opportunity to complete it, however, only eleven were 

successfully returned). 

Outcomes 

 

Appendix 5 features data from the observational (“student track”) stages, 

and Appendix 6 Features data from the interview (“pupil voice”) stage. The 

questionnaire (staff questionnaires) cannot be found in the Appendices 

section. Staff were ensured anonymity and as some questionnaires were 

written up by hand, this was difficult to secure. The questionnaires can be 

typed up and made available on request if needed.  

The research methods and literature search used in my Case Study focused 

on current provision and what people’s views were in regards to it. The 

qualitative research and literature search also considered what could be 

changed, altered or implemented to help improve the way we challenge the 

brightest children at Key Stage 4. The key themes and findings from the 

Case Study have been identified and discussed below.  
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55% of staff questioned believe they are currently challenging the brightest 

children and 0% of staff believed they were not challenging the brightest 

children at all:   

Results from question 1 of the questionnaire (see Appendix 7) suggested 

that the staff felt that they were challenging the brightest children (55%) or 

at least felt that they were challenging them some of the time (45%).   

Written answers from the staff questionnaire suggested that at least two 

members of staff were using independent work to challenge students, 

allowing them to follow their own lines of enquiry, whilst another teacher 

suggested that “independent thinking and evaluation” was being regularly 

used i.e. “Why are we doing this/what is the impact?”  

Other responses from the staff questionnaires suggested that some teachers 

were using enrichment activities, deeper questioning, target questions and 

extension activities, whilst one teacher suggested that Higher Tier pupils in 

their subject were provided with A* - A checklist of criteria they needed 

for the course. One teacher also mentioned that they had a very good 

“awareness of very able underachievers.”  

From a couple of questionnaires, it was also apparent that some teachers 

felt that their subject naturally lent themselves to challenging students “as 

most tasks are open ended” and the “content is difficult conceptually.”  

The Pupil Voice (Appendix 6) suggested that students felt they were being 

challenged in some lessons, particularly where independent thinking tasks 

were used. Student G and E made reference to how one teacher models and 

scaffolds independent thinking, and written tasks and then hands 

responsibility over to the individual, whilst the Student Track (Appendix 5) 

showed difficult texts being analysed by a class. Firstly the process was 

modelled by the teacher and then the table groups had to do it without 

support, with each class member expected to independently feedback at the 

end of the task.  

Not everyone felt completely confident about the way they were 

challenging the brightest children though. One member of staff (Staff 

Questionnaire) felt that “with large classes and mixed ability teaching it 

was very difficult to stretch the top end.”  

During the Pupil Voice (Appendix 6), Student E stated that he did not 

believe he was always being challenged effectively as in many lessons he 

was given work which he believed to be at D-B level, rather than his 

targeted A-A*. This statement was supported by one member of staff’s 

answer to question number 1, where he states that although lesson content 

goes up to “A* level, they “are probably not differentiated” correctly.   

During the observation lessons, only one teacher (of a mixed ability class) 

used differentiated resources. Others made use of differentiation by 

outcome or allowing students to challenge themselves, by selecting what 

activities they completed.   

 

Setting of classes rather than mixed ability is preferred by the majority: 

Appendix 8 demonstrates that setting was preferred by seven members of 

staff questioned through the staff questionnaire, with another member of 

staff preferring setting from and at Key Stage 4 and only two members of 

staff preferring mixed ability.  

Written answers to the questionnaires suggested that one teacher felt that 
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when there is a range of abilities in the class, they get “drawn to weaker 

pupils,” whilst two teachers believed that there were less behavioural issues 

in setted classes and another teacher felt that “with large classes and mixed 

ability teaching it was very difficult to stretch the top end.” Therefore, 

setting would allow them to tailor their “Lesson specifically” and allow 

them to “really push the top and support the bottom.” One teacher also 

emphasised the importance of setting the whole year group, rather than 

splitting the year group in half and setting within that half group.  

The Pupil Voice certainly emphasised a preference for setting, with Student 

E drawing attention to the fact that in one of their mixed ability classes they 

“finish work before most of the rest of the class during most lessons and 

end up having to sit there for 20 minutes doing nothing” (Appendix 6) and 

also adding in that they sometimes find the work “quite easy (work) at 

times as it’s the same as everyone else’s work”. Furthermore, Student G 

supported what some teachers had suggested, that in some mixed ability 

classes “there can be some behaviour issues that we do not have to put up 

with in setted classes” (Appendix 6). 

The Student Track (Appendix 5) identified that in one of the mixed ability 

classes, setting was attempted by grouping students on different tables- this 

seemed to work with success. The table with the most able (identified 

through target and attainment) students worked through different resources 

to the rest of the class, and throughout the questions they were challenging 

each other to provide a more detailed answer or more accurate “pie chart”. 

In the other mixed ability class no seating plan was employed, with some of 

the most able students (Student B included) choosing to sit by other more 

able students, although this did not appear to be the case throughout the 

class, leading to some low level disruption. 

Two members of staff did suggest that setting can be detrimental to 

students, leading to labelling and sometimes as a result disengagement. One 

teacher also highlighted the fact that “differentiation is still very important 

in groups which are set.” 

 

Mixed response about who is responsible for ensuring brightest students are 

being challenged?: 

There was a very mixed response as to who was responsible for ensuring 

the brightest students are being challenged. This question was only asked 

through the staff questionnaire and not through the other means of research. 

Answers ranged from the Head Teacher and Senior Leadership Team to 

Heads of Department and each individual department as a whole. There 

appeared to be a consensus in many of the questionnaires that it was the 

individual teacher’s responsibility but that effective CPD was needed first, 

as teachers needed sufficient training to help them produce resources and 

activities.   

Only one of the questionnaires made reference to the Gifted and Talented 

co-ordinator. This answer suggested that the responsibility did not rely 

solely with the G and T co-ordinator and that it might be useful to have G 

and T mentors who could offer “Out of Hours” activities and that possibly 

Senior Leadership Team may be suitable for this.  
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More time is believed to be needed if staff are to effectively challenge the 

brightest pupils:   

Over one third of the written responses in the questionnaire suggested that 

more time was necessary if we are to effectively challenge the brightest 

pupils. 

Some teachers identified in the questionnaire that they required “time 

dedicated to getting resources embedded so that they are easily accessed in 

future,” whilst other teachers emphasised the importance of safeguarding 

Key Stage 4 time so that they get their full allocation of lessons and, as a 

result, are able to get through the complete GCSE course. Lack of time 

appears to be an issue facing teachers internationally also, with Hargrove 

(2011) who ran a Gifted and Talented Training course reporting that timing 

had been an issue and that many new teachers felt they did not have 

sufficient time to plan and produce resources, or to become acquainted with 

them.  

 

Effective data collection and recording is required and a clear whole school 

strategy needs to be put in place:  

In response to the Staff Questionnaire, one teacher responded to question 4 

by producing a diagram of a scatter graph. They suggested that when 

students enter in Year 7, and at subsequent intervals, they should sit a 

Cognitive Ability Test. This test should give results for each class and 

allow the teacher to see where the student sits ability wise in the class and 

ultimately give them an understanding of the students learning style 

preference. They stated “Year 7 CAT to give clear indications of each 

students strengths/weaknesses in learning types.” Another teacher 

responded to this question by asking whether any research had been carried 

out into learning styles and student preferences, whilst one other teacher 

highlighted the importance of end of year exams to “engender more of an 

exam culture within schools.” Certainly, literature concerned with 

challenging the more able suggests that if there is a lack of challenge 

provided in the first two years of secondary school, then young people were 

at risk of disengaging (Morris 2013: p. 27).  All this evidence suggests we 

need to have a clear whole school strategy and clear use of data to help us 

effectively challenge learners as a united front. 

 

Teaching to the middle needs to be minimised as much as possible:  

The Pupil Voice (Appendix 6) demonstrated that some students were 

frustrated by the fact that “in a lot of lessons we are not challenged because 

the work they give us is at D-B level rather than A-A* and that holds us 

back. We often start off with the easier questions and then dependent on 

how fast we work get onto the harder questions. It means you do not get 

much practice with the harder questions.” The Student Track (Appendix 5) 

identified that some teachers used set texts to help deliver the course. 

Although, the teacher tried to provide more challenge for students by 

giving them ownership over what questions they chose to answer from the 

page, the students were still largely constrained by what questions were on 

that page. Even with setted groups, there appears to be a tendency towards 

meeting the needs of the “broad middle range of ability within the class and 

then provide additional material” (Kyriacou 2007: p. 47; Freeman (1998) 

cited in Morris 2013: p. 20). This appears to be an international trend 

though, with Hargrove (2011: p. 52) suggesting that “the assumption is that 
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G/T students don’t need extra attention.” 

 

Possible activities and strategies to challenge learners need to be taught 

about and implemented: 

A few members of staff demonstrated that there was already a great deal of 

expertise concerned with challenging learners in their written responses to 

the questionnaire. One member of staff discussed how enrichment 

activities, and dilemma-based learning needed be used, whilst another 

stated the importance of using extension activities which offer “deep” 

learning experiences. Another teacher suggested enhancement activities 

needed to be used. 

Despite being a new teacher I had little awareness of what enrichment 

programmes really involved and had to look into them. I found that: 

“Enrichment activities expand on students' learning in ways that 

differ from the methods used during the school day. They often are 

interactive and project-focused. They enhance a student's education 

by bringing new concepts to light or by using old concepts in new 

ways. These activities are fun for the student, but they also impart 

knowledge. They allow the participants to apply knowledge and 

skills stressed in school to real-life experiences.” (Academic 

Enrichment Activities Project) 
 

I found an interesting example of an enrichment programme (although only 

explaining one aspect of an enrichment activity) through a Creative 

Challenges activity (Rubenstein and Wilson 2011). These activities could 

easily be implemented at The Corbet School, although they would take 

some time to plan, prepare and introduce. Creative Challenges involves 

setting groups of students the challenge to make some form of product that 

demonstrates their understanding of a topic, for example, long 

multiplication. Each group is to be given a set of resources/materials and 

the teacher can then provide instructions and guidance for those who need 

it, thus providing a scaffold. Examples of Creative Challenges (as cited in 

Rubenstein and Wilson: 2011: p. 61 and p.62) could be to create a hat for 

one of the characters in a reading book that fits his or her personality and 

would have helped the character solve a problem that they faced, or create 

an invention that would have helped Fidel Castro, John F. Kennedy, or a 

Bay of Pigs soldier during the Bay of Pigs incident. It is essential, though, 

when completing activities like this that sufficient time is given for 

reflection and discussion of understanding the learning process.  

Intellectually challenging teaching was also looked into and it 

demonstrated that we need to reflect on the questioning techniques that we 

currently use and that we need to address the way in which we develop 

critical thinking skills (Paul 1996). This may involve teachers having to act 

as students and set themselves difficult challenges to address, in front of the 

class, to model the approach we should take when facing a problem. The 

purpose of this is to teach students how to be effective learners.  

The introduction of these techniques may be useful at whole school 

meetings or CPD opportunities where it would be useful for staff to draw 

on expertise in different subject areas and would allow staff to snow ball 

ideas.  
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Mixed response as to whether gifted learners should be identified:  

One member of staff (Staff Questionnaire) felt that Gifted and Talented 

lists were not a good idea as they surmised that it could lead to pupils being 

scared to take risks for fear of failing. No other mention of identification of 

G and T pupils was made throughout the research.  

Interestingly though, a great deal of literature highlights the importance of 

identification and Garner (2013) suggests Sir Michael Wilshaw found it 

shocking that “in some schools - teachers were not even aware which of 

their pupils were the brightest.” McGee and Hughes (2011) stress that 

identification of gifted learners is essential and that parents need to make it 

obvious to teachers if their child is gifted as giftedness can be shown in 

different ways. Although, this is primarily an issue for primary school 

providers, Reiss and Renzulli (2009) (cited in Morris, 2013: p. 20) 

emphasise the importance of adequate challenge in ensuring that young 

people remain motivated and do not underachieve. 

Perhaps, therefore, these students should be identified as Special 

Educational Needs, reinforcing the idea that these students need a more 

challenging curriculum in order to benefit from education (Morris 2013: p. 

18). 

 

More vertical grouping opportunities should be made available: 

One teacher believed that “a stronger input from the sixth form colleges 

about their expectations for potential A level students earlier in year 10” 

may help challenge learners, whilst another teacher mentioned that if we 

were a bigger school “perhaps the facilities of early AS and A levels would 

help push the brightest pupils.” Both of these results suggest acceleration of 

students may be a possible way of challenging the brightest pupils. A great 

deal of literature has emphasised the importance of acceleration (see Morris 

2013 for ideas), however, the practicalities of this in a school of The Corbet 

size renders this virtually impossible. However, the use of vertical grouping 

referred to in Morris’ (2013) article, could work if offered as extra-

curricular activities. The school production, although not academic based, 

already works along this basis, so why couldn’t we have debating groups, 

book clubs, literacy and numeracy challenges/competitions and revision 

clubs, which also offered students the opportunity to work with other 

children of a similar ability children in their school rather than year. 

Project 
Evaluation/Impact 
Outcome 

How was the impact 
measured? 

 

The Case Study has highlighted first and foremost that teachers appear to 

be doing the best they currently can to challenge the brightest learners at 

Key Stage 4. Interestingly, many of the students also appear to be self-

motivating and challenging themselves. In mixed ability lessons I 

witnessed students making their own notes on what the teacher was saying, 

without being prompted (Appendix 5) and in both mixed ability and setted 

classes I witnessed students challenging each other to complete tasks 

quicker and to a better standard than each other.  

There is however, room for improvement. 45% of teaching staff questioned 

gave a mixed response about their ability to challenge the brightest students 

at Key Stage 4, whilst the Student voice identified the fact that students 

wished to be pushed and challenged further.  

My key recommendations, which I hope that the Senior Leadership Team 

will look into and discuss and develop further are that:  
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 There needs to be a push for setting throughout Key Stage 4 (and 

possibly during Key Stage 3) for all subjects. 

 Training is essential, for all staff, through CPD. On-going training 

will be useful as well. 

 Opportunities to work across departments (not necessarily in 

teachers own time) of choice are beneficial. The Staff 

Questionnaires have identified a significant amount of expertise on 

this issue across subjects, which should not be overlooked. 

 More time needs to be allocated to plan and prepare resources as a 

department (possibly during department time meetings- this may 

mean more department time is needed). 

 Key Stage 4 time needs to be safeguarded as far as possible from 

extra-curricular opportunities. 

 There needs to be whole school introduction to enrichment 

activities; deeper questioning and intellectually challenging 

teaching and successful examples of using them. 

 Some form of tracking of student’s abilities needs to be introduced. 

This tracking needs to focus on genuine raw data and not teacher 

perception of how students match up with National Curriculum 

Levels. 

 There needs to be reflection on the role of Gifted and Talented co-

ordinator and Gifted and Talented by Senior Leadership Team. 

 Finally, there needs to be a push for extra-curricular opportunities 

across the school which offer students the opportunity to work with 

other children of a similar ability and not necessarily a similar age.  

 

Although the research has provided some interesting results and 

recommendations, the Case Study has had some limitations which need to 

be addressed. There was little time for a Pilot Study, meaning that the 

research methods could not be altered or adapted. Limited time scales also 

meant that it was difficult to look into different research techniques and 

therefore some of the research may have been more effective if collected in 

a different method. There were also some issues with the samples used. The 

questionnaire would have benefitted by being handed out to a larger sample 

size and the interview and observation may have benefitted from having 

stricter criteria when selecting the sample. There were also some issues in 

that not all questionnaires were returned and only three students turned up 

for the interview. It may have been useful to also have had a set of criteria 

for the observations, to mark off against, more issues to discuss in the 

interview and more quantitative questions for the questionnaire. It is also 

important to mention that researcher bias may have impacted on the results 

slightly as I have an invested interest in this issue.  

Intended dissemination 
of outcomes 

 

The Case Study will be forwarded on to Dr J. Tinker and Mr G. Simms, 

(Deputy Head Teacher and Assistant Head Teacher) responsible for data 

and Teaching and Learning at The Corbet School, who will decide what are 

the next steps for the research and will discuss whether to implement any of 

the recommendations.  

Next steps for project One of The Corbet Schools CPD programme focuses for the academic year 

2013-2014 is “To improve the quality of learning and teaching through 
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within the organisation 

 

challenge, questioning and independent learning.” Hopefully this Case 

Study will help provide support and possibly inspiration for this CPD 

focus. Possibly some of the allotted meeting and department time could 

also be timetabled to focus on creating resources tailored to challenge 

students, hopefully with some opportunity to work in cross curricular 

groupings or choice.  

The Learning Leaders at Corbet School have also recently discussed the 

issue of “Setting of all classes” and hopefully this Case Study will provide 

further enlightenment on the issue. 

On an individual level I intend to look into enrichment activities, deeper 

questioning techniques and intellectually challenging teaching over the 

summer break and embed them into my teaching for the next academic 

year. I also hope to complete my Masters in the next couple of years and 

hope this Case Study may provide a starting point.  

 
 


