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SUMMARY
Critical incidents, also referred to as “teaching cases,” are teaching methods that 
start from the analysis of concrete cases, or those inspired by them, aiming to 
reflectively recall the chronology of events seeking to understand the decisions 
that made them inevitable. As means of apprehending experiences, critical 
incidents are cohesive with the paradigms of understanding. Through reflection, 
the presented dilemmas are problematized so that new angles constituting them 
can emerge and compose better-reflected and grounded interventions. I aimed 
to evaluate the potential of critical incidents as a method for pedagogical training 
of teachers to work in university teaching. In this article, I present the experience 
of didactic work with critical incidents in a class of the component “University 
Teaching” of the Graduate Program in Education and Contemporaneity (PPGEduC) 
at the State University of Bahia (UNEB) in the semester 2021.2.
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The Technique of Critical 
Incidents as a Formative Device1

The Technique of Critical Incidents (TIC) was 
proposed by John C. Flanagan, an American 
psychologist, in the context of World War II, 
involved in research related to the selection 
and training of combat pilots for the United 
States Air Force. Flanagan aimed to develop 
effective methods to evaluate and understand 
the factors present in the performance of pilots 
in extreme or combat situations. In the chal-
lenging and dynamic environment of a world 
war, Flanagan (1973) observed, recorded, and 
analyzed the pilots behavior in extremely crit-
ical situations. In this scenario the conditions 

for the development of this research were cre-
ated, leading him to develop and propose the 
technique of critical incidents as an approach 
to identify and understand spontaneous factors 
that can contribute to the success or failure of 
planned activities, rapidly adapted due to the 
impact of critical external agents requiring 
real-time decision-making.

The recognition that Flanagan’s research 
received from the scientific community led the 
TIC to be widely used in the selection and qual-
ification of pilot candidates—not only military 
pilots but also aircraft crew members—helping 

1	 Text translated by Gabriela Fernandez.
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to determine the specific reasons for failure in 
flight training as well as the sequence of events 
that caused impactful accidents, claiming thou-
sands of lives and how they could have been 
avoided. The focus is on the learnings that can 
be produced from the analysis of events that 
had conflicting or catastrophic resolutions, 
which, due to this, provoked negative or un-
expected effects to a greater or lesser extent. 
Describing the flow of such events for future 
analyses constitutes one of the first steps of 
the TIC.

The records of critical incidents, the second 
moment of the method, consist of the detailed 
description of events, situations, or specific 
behaviors considered particularly significant 
in a specific context, generated spontaneous-
ly, and presenting totally unexpected results 
(which can be positive or negative). These 
events, situations, and behaviors are analyzed 
simultaneously in a global and particular way 
to identify how each involved individual reacts 
and which person they choose as a privileged 
interlocutor, evaluating how each decision 
taken individually or collectively contributes 
to adding a link to the final outcome (Gremler 
2004).

Critical incidents originally investigated in 
the context of pilot training have been incor-
porated into various fields, including Pedagogy 
and Teacher Training, due to their effectiveness 
in promoting reflection, learning, and profes-
sional development. This approach, based on 
the analysis of critical and challenging situa-
tions experienced during professional practice, 
particularly those complex and controversial, 
has proven valuable in helping education pro-
fessionals improve their skills and competen-
cies. Improvement develops in the process of 
detailed examination of incidents to identify 
both effective and inadequate actions taken by 
the involved professionals. Both technical as-
pects and the emotional and ethical dimensions 
of the attitudes taken are carefully observed. 
Conceptually, the technique’s proposer John 
Flanagan (1954, p. 166) defines:

[…] by critical incident is meant any human 
activity that is observable and sufficiently com-
plete so that from it, one can make inferences 
or predictions about the individual performing 
the action. For an incident to be critical, it must 
occur in a situation where the end or intention 
of the action is clear to the observer, and the 
consequences of the action are evident.

Although the TIC has its roots in behavior-
ism, guided by observable behavior and the 
operational description of events (Almeida 
2009), such a perspective has been expanded, 
adapted, and incorporated into comprehensive 
epistemologies that value a deep understand-
ing of mental processes and subjective expe-
riences. Critical incidents (CI) then configure 
as ruptures that produce effects in the life 
course—and not just in behavior—mobilizing 
forces from the subjects’ living space. In this 
context, the emphasis on the analysis of observ-
able behaviors is complemented by a broader 
approach that also considers the underlying 
meanings and social and cultural contexts. 
Thus, critical incidents present themselves as 
moments when individuals establish connec-
tions with the lived world and their “being in 
the world,” with crucial moments determining 
their way of conceiving the world, things, and 
the senses they evoke.

Woods (1993) establishes an important 
difference between critical events, which are 
intentional, planned, and controlled in their 
execution (such as those occurring in various 
simulation situations common in case studies), 
and critical incidents, which are considered as:

[…] energetic moments and episodes that have 
enormous consequences for personal devel-
opment and changes. They are not planned, 
anticipated, or controlled. They are flashes that 
strongly illuminate at a moment some problem-
atic aspect or aspects. (Woods 1993, p. 1).

According to the author, the study of critical 
incidents presents itself as an important tool 
for understanding professional development, 
achieved through the explicit description of 
critical events that establish changes, wheth-
er positive or negative, in facing professional 
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challenges. Such challenges inevitably mobilize 
emotions! Thus, comprehensive epistemologies 
have expanded the technique of CI, recognizing 
the undeniable importance of the affective di-
mension in decision-making and professional 
development, strongly considering not only 
cognitive but also affective and relational as-
pects. By incorporating the affective dimension 
in the analysis of CI, researchers can understand 
more deeply how emotions influence decisions 
taken. This implies recognizing that emotions 
are not merely subjective reactions but play ac-
tive roles in interpreting and evaluating events. 
Reflecting on emotionally charged experiences 
allows professionals to identify their predispo-
sitions and innate beliefs, focusing on how to 
best conduct or transform them.

Critical incidents in comprehensive episte-
mologies are therefore emotionally influenced 
landmark events that determine decisions pro-
voking changes or reaffirmations of directions 
in professional and personal trajectories. They 
are crisis moments that can provoke accommo-
dation, transformation, or even regression. For 
Bolívar, Domingo, and Fernández (2001), crit-
ical incidents are part of the biographical-nar-
rative approach to research and are ruptures 
provided by events referring to crises or critical 
events, having as main functions:

a.	 Delimiting critical phases. Assumptions, 
opinions, and ideas about someone or 
their subjective educational theory are 
questioned. Teachers often recall these 
moments as important for their profes-
sional development;

b.	 The appearance of critical people, indi-
viduals who had an important impact 
on their personal biography and about 
whom it is worth inquiring;

c.	 Critical phases and incidents condi-
tion/explain the changes that occurred 
(impacts caused) both at the level of 
professional action, formal professional 
career, and in the didactic and education-
al theory held at each moment (Bolívar 
2002, pp. 190-191).

As unforeseen situations that occur in the 
personal and/or professional path, critical in-
cidents allow revealing teachers’ values, beliefs, 
and attitudes as well as an understanding of 
their training, the knowledge and beliefs guid-
ing their pedagogical actions with students, 
and the relationships they establish with col-
leagues and the educational institution. Thus, 
the technique of critical incidents can become 
an important resource capable of stimulating 
teachers’ self-empathy since it places them be-
fore their own emotions and feelings; it can also 
establish and strengthen bonds when carried 
out in a shared manner with colleagues.

According to Almeida (2009), working with 
critical incidents in the pedagogical and teacher 
training area has proven to be a potentially for-
mative strategy. It can promote deep reflections 
and contextualized learning since teachers, 
when narrating events, recalling situations 
faced in real life, reflecting, and problematiz-
ing them, create conditions for the theory/
practice articulation. A remembered episode 
offers the possibility of sharing experiences, 
perspectives, and insights, creating a conducive 
environment for the formation of a learning 
community. Critical situations often require 
teachers to make quick decisions in the heat 
of the moment. By analyzing such situations 
in the format of “teaching cases” during the 
training process, teachers have the opportunity 
to practice decision-making originally made 
under real pressure in a safe environment and 
receive constructive feedback on the choices 
they made.

Interpretative Agenda of 
Incidents (PANIC) in the 
Process of Constructing CI 
Narratives
In phenomenological inspiration of “returning 
to the things themselves,” I take the classroom 
space as a complex relational phenomenon. 
When analyzed from a phenomenological 
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perspective, the classroom reveals itself as a 
deeply complex and multifaceted space where 
human interactions play a central role in the 
construction of knowledge and formative expe-
riences. The space taken as a phenomenon does 
not refer to a delimited physical location but 
to a field of experience in which relationships 
and meanings are constantly constructed and 
negotiated. Not configured as a static teaching 
environment, the classroom is a living and dy-
namic space where individual and collective 
experiences intertwine and are re-signified 
in their own and appropriate processes of 
subjectivation. In such an experiential field, 
pedagogical intentionalities, beliefs, values, and 
emotions can manifest, not always rationally 
and consciously.

The IC device proposes as an analytical 
strategy a PANIC that presents the subjec-
tive configurations produced in the process 
of experiencing critical episodes to mobilize 
knowledge, feeling, and attitudes. Based on the 
premise of the indivisibility of these elements 
in acting, the agenda proposes to build a cartog-
raphy of the crisis experience process so that 
it can be learned from it. Thus, crises are taken 
as unique opportunities for new learnings that 
allow transforming thoughtless actions into 
better-reflected and intentional reactions.

The development flow of critical incidents 
that allowed the construction of PANIC starts 
with the description of the context and sce-
nario in which the incident occurred, as well 
as presenting the actors involved in the situ-
ation. Then, the problems and dilemmas are 
identified and a detailed description of the 
critical incident is made. Next, the focus shifts 
to identifying and describing the emotions 
involved and the results of each actor’s action 
towards minimizing or reinforcing the conflict. 
The situation is reflected upon to analyze the 
issue from each involved perspective and the 
actions taken. Subsequently, alternative ways to 
resolve the conflict that could have been more 
productive and conciliatory are addressed. The 
final reflection closes the case with an indica-

tion of the learnings it provided to the group. 
PANIC was a resource used in the development 
of the discipline, bringing new openings for 
the group to think collectively, problematizing 
conflicting pedagogical situations in the class-
room from narratives of situations experienced 
by each one.

Narratives for the Construction 
of Critical Incidents as a 
Didactic Activity
The activity of constructing critical incidents 
began in the third meeting with the students 
of the discipline “University Teaching in Con-
temporaneity: Epistemological, Political, and 
Methodological Presuppositions.” The activity 
was proposed by the teacher and received total 
acceptance from the group, who felt challenged 
and motivated to develop the task.

The class consisted of 14 students, three 
men, and eleven women. Most of the class en-
tered as special students through a selection 
process in which holders of a recognized higher 
education diploma could apply. Thus, the class 
had six regular program students, two doctoral 
candidates, and four master’s candidates, and 
eight special enrollment students.

After studying what critical incidents were 
in previous classes, I asked the students to 
identify in their teaching experiences situa-
tions that, in their perception, could be con-
figured as “dilemmatic situations” involving 
crises and that they proceed to record these 
situations to share in class. When rescuing such 
situations, the students (all teachers) should 
also record the contents mobilized for handling 
the situations or even the competencies and 
skills exercised in the referred context. The 
proposed activity aimed to promote a trigger-
ing exercise for the introduction of the disci-
pline’s programmatic content by rescuing lived 
experiences in teaching, identifying meanings 
and perceptions attributed by the teachers to 
such experiences. It also aimed to enable the 
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application of the IC methodology as a resource 
for identifying emerging contents and possible 
associations with planned themes based on 
elements identified in the presented narratives.

Initially, the experienced incidents and the 
context in which they occurred were described. 
After identifying the involved actors, reflections 
on the posed dilemmas and which pedagogi-
cal contents could be observed and required 
actions and interventions from the teachers 
began. In this initial reflective round, we sought 
to avoid value judgments that inevitably mani-
fest when dealing with difficult situations. With 
the dilemmas visualized more clearly, a task for 
the next meeting was proposed, consisting of 
elaborating a detailed description of the prob-
lematic situation, accessing the memories of 
the events’ chronology, people, emotions, and 
actions involved.

The narrative of the situations brought by 
each student was very interesting to connect 
with the “inhabitation” in the profession! Re-
membering critical and challenging episodes to 
be shared, shifting the focus to the emotions of 

the involved actors, helped perceive how our 
rationality is still predominantly cognitive and 
how this view imposes itself on the teacher’s 
work in the classroom.

Beyond theories, we confronted ourselves 
with the dynamics and flows of life/living and 
recognized the dilemmas of the teaching pro-
fession that traversed the individual reports 
in some way. In this movement, the proposal 
was to recognize the similarities between the 
experienced incidents, identify the involved 
pedagogical contents, classify them by themes, 
and choose two incidents from each theme to 
work on in class. The following themes gen-
erating critical incidents emerged: Learning 
Evaluation, Attitudes and Values in Teacher 
Training, and Group Configuration. The stu-
dents organized themselves into six working 
groups to produce narratives on the three 
themes, being four pairs and two trios. The task 
was requested by the teacher and well-received 
by the groups. Thus, two groups worked on 
the same theme, constructing the narratives 
presented below:

Table 1 – Critical Incident Narrative 1 on Learning Evaluation

This experience occurred with a student with a disability! He was a student 
with low vision. He was in the first semester of the administration course 
and had not been my student yet. He had dropped out and was making 
his second attempt to continue the course. His presence in the classroom 
worried me! His presence in the classroom was a challenge for any teacher, 
and I immediately thought of seeking information from my colleagues who 
had previously been his teachers and had already faced this challenge! 
That’s it... I will consult them, and their experience will certainly be very 
valuable to me! My feeling shifted from great concern to some relief! Ro-
berto, his teacher from the first semester, did not even remember having a 
practically blind student! How come?! To me, it was unbelievable that the 
teacher did not notice that the student had low vision! Disappointment! 
And so it was with the other colleagues from the other subjects! The many 
work demands, the pressure for production, guidance, and participation in 
events left little room for my colleagues to effectively dedicate themselves 
to teaching, and a student with a disability needs a lot of attention! This 
reality led me to seek knowledge on how to professionally deal with this 
student, how to help him. I mobilized efforts to familiarize myself with 
the student’s universe. The student had given up the course because of 
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the evaluation and was trying to return. He felt frustrated with the little 
importance given to his disability by teachers and colleagues and felt that 
his constant requests for adapted material and for the teacher to orally 
repeat what was written on the board were received with some intolerance. 
People with visual impairments tend to suffer prejudice and even bullying. 
On his return to the course, I realized that the main issue responsible for 
his initial dropout was the evaluation. For him, it was very difficult to do 
the evaluation through interviews with teachers he barely knew. I then 
realized that he mastered computing and researched how this tool could 
contribute. We got close, and I invited him to join my study group. With 
this support, he empowered himself and formally requested the college 
for teachers to provide material compatible with his reading capacity. I 
supported his cause with the college and managed to get a voice typing 
app for the blind acquired. It was a great achievement for him and also 
for me as a teacher!

Source: Experience report of didactic work in a class of the component “University Teaching” 
of the PPGEduc-UNEB semester 2021.2.

Table 2 – Critical Incident Narrative 2 on Learning Evaluation

I had a student who I considered very good, dedicated, and polite. He pre-
pared for classes by reading the texts in advance and was very participative. 
When at the beginning of each class, I asked who had read the indicated 
text, he was one of the students who always raised his hand and made a 
point of bringing his contributions, which effectively demonstrated that 
he had read and reflected on the text’s content. As a teacher, I noticed that 
he had a great need to be in the spotlight, to talk a lot, not giving others 
the opportunity to respond to questions. I was very insecure about how 
to act, fearing what an intervention of mine could cause psychologically 
since I am not a psychologist and would not know how to handle a pos-
sible traumatic reaction, aggression, or signs of depression! He had a lot 
of difficulty interacting with colleagues and was extremely sensitive. For 
this reason, he refused to do group work, even with some colleagues in-
sisting on including him despite these difficulties! When I proposed group 
work, he said he wanted to do it individually. Even if I argued that part of 
professional development was learning to work in a team and developing 
interpersonal skills, I could not change his decision to work individually. 
I kept questioning what was going on with this student. Did he think he 
was better than the others? Did he have psychological problems? Was 
he very spoiled? At the time, as a novice college professor, I feared that 
students would not recognize my authority and thought I had to enforce 
my authority in some situations. That’s what happened that generated a 
crisis! A critical incident! In my planning, the first evaluation of the course 
was a group project. I presented the group with the evaluation content and 
informed them it would be in groups. I then said he had no option to do it 
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individually. That group work was part of the teaching methodology, and 
everyone needed to learn to work collectively. The student then raised his 
hand and, disregarding everything I had just said, asked if he could do it 
individually! The class burst into laughter, and I felt like a clown! My feeling 
was that his question was already mocking! I reaffirmed that the work was 
group-based. He then shut down and did not speak again during the whole 
class. During the project preparation, I supervised the groups, and he was 
not in any group. He did not approach me to discuss the matter and kept 
working alone in class. I did not know how to act! Why such resistance to 
working in a group? As I did not know how to act, I let it go! And the day 
of the presentations arrived. At the presentations, I was taken by surprise 
and did not know how to act! The class seemed more mobilized to see 
my reaction to this student than in the group presentations. The groups 
presented the work, and when I thought the presentations were ending, 
this student went to the front and announced he would present his work. 
He looked me in the eyes, and I did not know what to do! I froze! He then 
started presenting, and I was struck by the quality of his work. It was un-
doubtedly the best work in the class. He then finished and said he knew 
he should have done it in a group, but he felt lost in groups and could not 
collaborate, and could not stand being stuck and not participating. He ad-
mitted his difficulty and apologized. In conversation with other students 
in the class, they confirmed that the student had difficulty interacting not 
only in my course but in all! Pressured by the rest of the class, I did not 
consider his work, and he got a zero in that activity. From then on, he who 
was participative and regular in classes began to miss and be inattentive. 
Eventually, he dropped the course!

Source: Experience report of didactic work in a class of the component “University Teaching” 
of the PPGEduc-UNEB semester 2021.2.

The two critical incidents described above, 
although mobilized from the evaluation content 
of learning, brought various issues for debate in 
the classroom. The reflection on the knowledge 
of experience and the waste of this knowledge 
was a question that greatly mobilized the 
group: both in terms of the waste of teachers’ 
experience who invisibilized the student and 
the teacher who mobilized, researched ways 
to intervene, invited the student to participate 
in his inclusion process but did not record the 
practical interventions or write anything about 
them. She realized this during the debate: “Now 
I realize that I could have written an essay or ar-
ticle about my remarkable experience with this 
student that mobilized me for professional life!”

We need to create a teaching culture of shar-
ing experiential knowledge, the so-called prac-
tice epistemology, as a formative movement 
that articulates from within the profession, as 
Antônio Novoa (2017) constantly calls us to. 
Especially in university pedagogy, we have few 
moments of experience exchanges focusing on 
formative needs and pedagogical and didactic 
experiences! University teachers are more 
pressured by research and knowledge dissem-
ination than by teaching practice, which ends 
up perpetuating the cycle of sameness. We end 
up not being able to innovate from our didactic 
practices, insecure and lonely, as recorded in 
the incidents above. This directly reflects on 
the evaluation.
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Table 3 – Critical Incident Narrative 1 on Attitudes and Values in Teacher Training

The experience I bring was from the Physical Education course in devel-
oping the curricular component “Dance Methodology.” This is a compul-
sory subject in the Physical Education course. The problem is that some 
students resist, especially male students. They preferred martial arts or 
weight training classes. On one occasion, thinking of provoking openness 
to new knowledge, I brought a guest to address the theme of Afro-Bra-
zilian dance due to the need to mobilize students for new sensitivities 
and expressions of corporality different in each culture. I contacted the 
dance teacher colleague, organized a spacious and well-sounding area, 
and brought some African print cloths to decorate the place [...] anyway, 
I was very enthusiastic and expecting to have an excellent class. The day 
arrives! We received the guest who spoke about African dances and her 
experience as a dance teacher. The group was divided, one part focused 
and visibly enjoying the class, but the other, mainly composed of boys, was 
restless and uninterested! My high expectations turned into frustration, 
which I struggled to control not to cause discomfort to the guest. However, 
my efforts were useless when one of the students, who was evangelical, 
unfriendlily refused to participate in the class, claiming it was a mani-
festation of Candomblé. The guest and I tried to argue that African and 
Afro-Brazilian dances are not necessarily related to Candomblé, but it was 
useless, and the student left the space, threatening to take her discontent 
to the administration. It was a great embarrassment, mainly because of the 
guest teacher! I was very upset! Even so, the class continued, but I found 
it difficult to relate to this student from then on.

Source: Experience report of didactic work in a class of the component “University Teaching” 
of the PPGEduc-UNEB semester 2021.2.

Table 4 – Critical Incident Narrative 2 on Attitudes and Values in Teacher Training

The subject was labor legislation in the Law course. The class had about 38 
students, and this class where the incident occurred was around mid-se-
mester. The political scenario in Brazil was polarized between left and 
right, personified in the dispute between Bolsonaro and Lula. While I was 
developing the topic, writing some concepts on the board, I was interrupted 
by one of the students who harshly said he did not agree with what I was 
saying. He stated: “You are trying to influence the class!”. At that moment, 
it was not about “school without party.” I was addressing the foundations 
of work and labor relations, their scenario, and actors. Evidently, unions 
are one of the important actors in the power relations of labor relations. 
The other students were surprised and static! This student was usually 
very quiet. I affirmed that he had the right to have his own opinion and 
that I was not trying to influence, just bringing positions and presenting 
the scientific references for them! I gave the names of the authors, so and 
so! The student left the room harshly! The other students warned me that 
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he seemed to have a psychological problem. One of them said: “He is part 
of a Skinhead group [shaved head].” I was very fearful that he went to get 
a weapon and re-enter the room to attack me! The classroom space is very 
vulnerable! The teacher is very exposed, vulnerable!

Source: Experience report of didactic work in a class of the component “University Teaching” 
of the PPGEduc-UNEB semester 2021.2.

Reflecting on the attitudes of these students 
led us to read Felipe Trillo’s text entitled “The 
attitudes of students: an indicator of univer-
sity quality.” The meaning of the concept of 
attitudes and its relevance to teaching practice 
was problematized, mainly concerning making 
better theoretically-based decisions. In this 
scope, attitude refers to: “an organized set of 
beliefs or convictions that predispose favor-
ably or unfavorably to act concerning a social 
object.” (Trillo 2000, p. 217).

Trillo defines “Attitudes” as experiential and 
interactive production, i.e., cultural and inter-
personal relations perspectivized as a means 
through which the subject relates socially, with 
the specific focus in the study being the social 
environment of the university. What impacted 
the debate in the class the most were Trillo’s 
arguments that attitudes, although having an 
implicit and unconscious dimension, also have 
a conscious and reflective dimension—and 
therefore can be re-signified in the face of new 
experiences and new knowledge! Learning is 

the cognitive dimension of attitudes, which are 
composed of two more dimensions: affective 
and behavioral. This implies that in a given 
behavior, one of the three dimensions may be 
determining and overlapping the others. In the 
case of the critical incidents worked in class 
referring to attitudes and values, the affective 
dimension visibly overlapped the others, pro-
ducing intolerant, reactive, and confrontational 
behaviors, consistent with attitude understood 
as a favorable or unfavorable affection towards 
a situation or object that manifests with varying 
intensity. The greater the emotional intensity 
mobilized in the attitude, the greater the resis-
tance to change. However, as cognition is one 
of its dimensions, acquiring new knowledge 
can promote cognitive imbalances, allowing for 
the weakening of attitudes’ strength based on 
previous experiences. This was new knowledge 
for the group working on the incident about 
‘Values and attitudes’ and considered by the 
whole class as extremely relevant to teaching 
practice.

Table 5 – Critical Incident Narrative 1 on Group Configuration

The class was divided into groups; there were students in the right group 
and those in the left group. I noticed this division and thought it would be 
important to broaden interactions among students and provide opportu-
nities for them to interact outside these initial groups. With this intention, 
I proposed an activity requesting that they form different groups with 
members who had not yet worked together. The idea was to mix the groups 
from both sides. The requested task was to create a story in which the 
main character was a person with a disability. There were many difficul-
ties in developing the group work due to the disintegration of the people. 
The general atmosphere in the class was one of discontent, which made 
it difficult to focus on the task. One group was completely fragmented, 
with two students involved in the task and the others dedicated to tasks 
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unrelated to the request. I could not get the groups to work in a committed 
and supportive way. Realizing this difficulty, I felt very frustrated and acted 
emotionally, appealing to individual grades! I threatened to go through 
the groups and give a grade for each person’s level of engagement in the 
group! My action generated even more conflict in the groups as they had to 
reallocate tasks and people who had already started the work individually 
felt disregarded. Since I had communicated this decision definitively and 
with some impatience, the students were afraid to bring these difficulties 
to light, and I realized that instead of helping to create greater bonds in 
the group, I contributed to its disintegration.

Source: Experience report of didactic work in a class of the component “University Teaching” 
of the PPGEduc-UNEB semester 2021.2.

Table 6 – Critical Incident Narrative 2 on Group Configuration

And this experience I will now report occurred later, now I am 30 years 
old with a class in basic education. An EJA class. Now I have experience 
with adults! So I will take over the class! I planned for ideal students. I 
imagined I would arrive in the class, and everyone would be very inter-
ested in listening to me! I planned for these ideal students! Adults thirsty 
for knowledge! The first shock came when I entered the class! Mixed 
group! There were people aged 16 to 60! Young people and adults! Well, 
I planned and needed to follow what I planned! But I will confess: I was 
so insecure! My strategy for dealing with this insecurity: I clung to the 
plan! I even knew the plan would not suit that situation! How to meet the 
aspirations of a 16-year-old and the motivations of a 60-year-old? I stuck 
to what I planned: followed the plan! And the first class was like this: A 
mess, students talking, me trying to follow the class! No one interacted; it 
was a disaster! It got so complicated that I kicked a student out of the class. 
Not knowing what to do, I resorted to the traditional! Look at the idea! I 
put a math problem on the board and asked them to solve it! At least with 
this strategy, it gave me time to think of something! The class happened! 
I continued with the class but sought support from the Institution! The 
coordination was very collaborative.

Source: Experience report of didactic work in a class of the component “University Teaching” 
of the PPGEduc-UNEB semester 2021.2.

The theme of group configuration in the 
classroom emerged as a need to reflect on the 
flow of meanings of interpersonal interactions 
in the university environment and especially 
in the classroom. The two narratives above 
brought important elements for reflecting on 
the difficulty teachers may have in improvising 
regarding prior planning and their implicit con-

ceptions of teacher authority and social roles.
The group phenomenon, studied in depth in 

the field of Psychology, is extremely relevant to 
Pedagogy since the classroom is also a group. 
We can analyze the classroom from group 
theories, specifically using Kurt Lewin’s and 
Enrique Pichon-Rivière’s conceptions. Lewin, 
considered a pioneer in group studies, observes 
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that psychological, social, and cultural forces 
act in group interactions, promoting different 
subjective reactions of cohesion, rejection, 
resistance to change, projection, attraction, 
and balance.

Another important force to consider is the 
so-called “vital field” or “life space,” which re-
fers to the psychic energy distributed among 
the social roles composing a person’s existence 
and that, when unbalanced, cause difficulties 
in social interaction. For example, the diversity 
of roles as a mother, teacher, daughter, church 
member, and pet tutor requires a balance of 
energy and time distribution among them. If 
one role is unbalanced, as in the case of a child’s 
illness, the other roles are compromised, often 
causing psychic illness.

The first narrative about group config-
uration presented in Table 5 (student task 
with external imposition of reconfiguration 
of originally organized groups) mobilized 
the class for self-reflection on how their vital 
space was composed and how the interaction 
in the groups they belonged to was config-
ured. The task brought to light the reflection 
on the importance of group cohesion being 
built processually and collaboratively in a dia-
logical relationship with students so that “the 
shot does not backfire,” as was the case in the 
critical incident report in question. After con-
solidating cohesion, the group matures and can 
overcome conflict moments with less negative 
impact due to affective bonds. When the bond 
theme emerged, the class problematized the 
question of which processes could result in 
its constitution, leading us to Pichon-Rivière’s 
theory and his elaboration of operative groups. 
For the field of Education, the contribution of 
the operative group lies in the sense that a 
group focuses on having a common goal, which 
is the task, and the need to create bonds of 
co-responsibility.

The operative group technique, whatever the 
proposed objectives to the groups (institu-
tional diagnosis, learning, creation, planning, 
etc.), aims for its members to learn to think in 

co-participation of the knowledge object, un-
derstanding that thought and knowledge are 
not individual facts but social productions. The 
set of members as a whole addresses the diffi-
culties presented at each moment of the task, 
achieving clarification situations by mobilizing 
stereotyped structures that function as both 
obstacles to communication and learning and 
control techniques of anxiety before change. 
(Minicucci 1997, p. 165)

We realized that in critical incident N1 
(Table 5), the task was scattered and was not 
the group’s articulating engine. On the con-
trary! The teacher’s anxiety for the groups to 
be reconfigured to destabilize the “cliques” 
generated conflicts in groups that had already 
started the task. In the debate about this issue, 
the class realized that the operative group’s 
lens changed the perception of the task’s sense, 
not only as learning conceptual contents but 
also attitudinal contents. For Pichon-Rivière 
(1998), there cannot be a bond without a task, 
whether implicit or explicit; what is at stake 
are critical reflections on the task’s realization 
and the relationships occurring around its de-
velopment. Learning is achieved by the sum of 
contents produced by the group’s members, the 
result of the dialectical process that produces 
changes, breaking with stereotyped patterns, 
allowing the group to advance to new creative 
processes. From this perspective of group 
co-belonging, groupality configures itself as a 
potent formative device for university students, 
as they share a formative space (university/
classroom) for a relatively long time, allowing 
regular articulation of collective tasks and bond 
formation with colleagues and teachers.

Incident N2 (planning for EJA class, Table 
6) reveals a dissociation between the reality of 
group configuration and the teacher’s idealiza-
tion. The conflict escalates when the teacher, 
upon realizing the mismatch of prior planning 
with reality, could not reorganize her action 
and make more assertive decisions. Her expe-
riential and conceptual knowledge repertoire 
did not offer strategies for adapting to the situ-
ation, making her resist planning change, even 



Critical incidents as training devices in university teaching

Rev. FAEEBA – Ed. e Contemp., Salvador, v. 33, n. 74, p. 203-216, abr./jun. 2024214

though perceiving its inadequacy for the situ-
ation. Although the teacher noticed the class 
atmosphere deteriorating regarding bonds and 
the task, her attitude of reinforcing autocratic 
authority led to communication breakdown 
with the class, culminating in expelling a stu-
dent from the class. The fact that the teacher 
prioritized the lesson content over the group 
configuration in the initial contact with the 
class hindered a fundamental moment of first 
contact, which is bond creation. The teacher 
could have invested in this initial contact to bet-
ter know the class, listen to their expectations, 
communicate hers, and jointly make didactic 
agreements collectively produced.

The work with critical incidents was posi-
tively evaluated by the students of the compo-
nent “University Teaching in Contemporaneity: 
Epistemological, Political, and Methodological 
Presuppositions.”

Provisional Considerations
The focus on critical incidents as a didactic de-
vice promotes a shift from teaching to learning, 
placing the teacher’s attention on the student’s 
thought movement and their mediation pro-
cess. The perspective of traditional didactics 
with a more reproductive and memoriza-
tion-oriented learning approach articulates 
senses of how to do, gradually assumed as 
subjective principles in the teaching process. 
These principles articulate force fields and a 
classroom space whose primary function is 
knowledge transmission over reflecting on the 
non-linear and complex process of knowledge 
production (González-Rey 2006, p. 30).

In interaction with students, the teacher 
accesses resources from various sources: ex-
periential, existential, and theoretical, allowing 
for the production of meanings for their edu-
cational and formative action. This movement 
reveals no dichotomy between the internal and 
external worlds in the subjective and intersub-
jective configurations of reality, meaning that 
meaning is configured in the relationship with 

others and the world in interaction spaces. The 
class, from this perspective, becomes a field 
of creative and non-linear potentials that can 
produce openness to new meanings and new 
learning.

González-Rey and Vygotsky conceive the cat-
egory “meaning” from different perspectives. 
For Vygotsky, the category “meaning” is related 
to language, meaning the word’s meaning. For 
González-Rey, subjective meaning is the way 
a particular existence appears perspectively 
in a concrete activity through a multiplicity of 
symbolic productions in a given context. This 
view apprehends that there is an objective/
subjective production of existential spaces 
without dichotomies. Subjective meaning 
integrates in an experience a set of symbolic, 
social, and historical processes perspectively, 
meaning in unity with the emotional dimen-
sion. The classroom becomes an individual and 
collective production: individually, each one 
brings their vital field to the class, family, social, 
and cultural relations; collectively, interactions 
and multiple listening and re-significations will 
generate other forces of meaning, mediated by 
the teacher from the perspective of the class-
room as a group space.

In university teaching, critical incidents 
configure themselves as a valuable device that 
can mobilize various learning styles, provid-
ing students with the opportunity to become 
protagonists in decision-making processes 
related to professional issues that often need 
to be made in the moment’s temporality. In my 
several experiences of teaching practices based 
on critical cases, analyzing the ways of think-
ing, feeling, and acting of the actors involved 
in dilemmatic issues, I have observed that it is 
a valuable device for promoting professional 
development in teaching.

The learning styles characterized by high-
er education didactics are categorized into 
reflective, active, collaborative, theoretical, 
and pragmatic, not being mutually exclusive. 
Regarding the relevance of the device for 
each learning style, it stands out that for the 
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reflective style, the critical incidents method 
encourages reflection on specific situations 
of teaching practice, provoking the develop-
ment of a practice epistemology, valuing the 
teacher’s person as a constituent of instituting 
rationalities with the potential to transform the 
epistemological field of university pedagogy. In 
the case of the active learning style, discussion, 
position change, and institutional role reveal 
the complexity of decision-making from various 
angles of analysis. The student is called to think, 
for example, about what decisions they would 
make in the teacher’s, director’s, or student’s 
role, to perceive the always-present relation-
ship between the totality and the parts and the 
imbrication promoting changes in the general 
situation from particular mobilizations. Regard-
ing the collaborative style, the device’s nature 
stimulates collaboration among students in the 
debate to reach the best solution to minimize 
or avoid the negative impacts of the incident 
from specific interventions. The exchange of ex-
periences and perspectives during discussions 
aiming to reach the best solution promotes peer 
learning. The fundamental exercise of integrat-
ing theory and practice is mobilized in the theo-
retical learning style when students relate and 
apply abstract concepts to better understand 
real classroom situations and, in the opposite 
movement, concrete situations mobilize con-
ceptual thinking. Finally, the pragmatic thinking 
style is the approach where students learn best 
when data and information are presented in 
practical contexts where they can visualize the 
real application of knowledge, with thought 
and interests strongly motivated by practical 
problem-solving contexts where knowledge’s 
relevance is explicitly tangible. In summary, the 
critical incidents device is flexible and malleable 
enough to engage a wide variety of learning 
styles. By promoting reflection, action, and 
openness to listening in crisis contexts, it has 
the potential to contribute to the professional 
development of university teachers.

In university teacher training, the critical 

incidents technique has proven to be an en-
riching and essential approach for pedagogical 
and reflective development in the academic 
environment. By directing attention to specific 
moments that transcend routine, this meth-
odology provides an unique opportunity for 
learning and improvement. The detailed prob-
lematization of dilemmatic situations, where 
the actors’ decisions culminate in an irrevers-
ible point where the incident occurs, allows for 
identifying and analyzing the flow of decisions, 
values, and meanings that provoked the crisis, 
facilitating reflections on the other’s actions 
and enabling the analysis of our own in sim-
ilar situations. Therefore, analyzing incidents 
promotes identifying challenges and obstacles 
in classroom relationships in the teaching and 
learning process and highlights the possible 
collaborative practices to construct learning 
communities.

The ability to reflect on incidents, discuss 
them in a collaborative context, and extract 
relevant lessons significantly contributes to 
forming more sensitive university teachers 
committed to professional development. Addi-
tionally, the critical incidents technique fosters 
a continuous learning culture where educators 
are encouraged to seek excellence and inno-
vation in their practices constantly. Sharing 
experiences, jointly analyzing challenges, and 
collaboratively seeking solutions promote a 
more dynamic, collaborative, and committed 
academic environment for students’ political, 
cultural, and professional development. In this 
sense, I have experienced in my classes the crit-
ical incidents technique as a powerful teach-
ing device that makes sense for an academic 
community that values reflection, dialogue, 
and mutual development. Finally, the positive 
evaluation by the students of the component 
“University Teaching in Contemporaneity: 
Epistemological, Political, and Methodological 
Presuppositions” suggests that this method can 
be a valuable device in the process of profes-
sional development in teaching.
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