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Introduction

‘‘

‘‘

Many schools
tell parents that
they aim to ‘realise
the potential of
all pupils’.

Many schools tell parents that they aim to
‘realise the potential of all pupils’. What does
this mean in practical terms for gifted pupils?
How should we organise our finite resources
at school level and, above all, what should we
do in individual classrooms on a daily basis to
meet the needs of these young people? This
booklet seeks to answer these questions,
drawing upon two main sources:

3. Assigning responsibility to staff, including
the appointment of a single designated
coordinator for gifted and talented
learners.

• Research into issues relating to giftedness

5. Coping with stereotypes and
troubleshooting.

• T
 he practical experience of schools in the
UK, particularly in England, over the last
decade.
A consideration of these sources endorses
the view that there are key steps that schools
need to think through in order to meet the
needs of gifted and talented learners:
1. Implementing effective procedures for
identification based on clear definitions
and an understanding of the characteristics
of giftedness and talent.
2. Agreeing a consistent whole-school
approach in the form of a school policy using
the agreed definitions and characteristics.
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4. Providing for giftedness and talent within
the mainstream classroom (extension).
	Providing for giftedness and talent through
additional experiences (enrichment).

The booklet is organised around these
steps. For each step, advice is provided
based on a mix of academic research and
practical experience from across the UK, and
particularly from England.

Developing a Gifted and Talented Strategy:
Lessons from the UK experience

Step 1: Identification

‘‘

…gifted and
talented pupils are
those who have
one or more abilities
developed to a
level significantly
ahead of their
year group.

The first step towards meeting the needs of
individual students should be to establish the
school’s position on the definition of giftedness
and talent, and the second, linked step, is to
reach agreement about how to identify pupils
who are gifted and talented according to the
school’s definition.

1.1 The distinction between
giftedness and talent
This booklet accepts the distinction between
giftedness and talent. In general terms, gifted
and talented pupils are those who have one or
more abilities developed to a level significantly
ahead of their year group (or with the potential
to develop these abilities). The potential cohort
includes those with:

‘‘

• the gift of potential for high academic
achievement, for example in science,
mathematics or languages
• m
 arked talent in art, or the performing
arts including music, dance and drama
and sports.
Not everyone agrees with this distinction
between giftedness and talent. Gardner
(2000), for example, sees no good reason
for separation into two quite distinct areas.
Some have suggested that such division
arises from a long-standing view that the
academic subjects are more important than
the arts and that this separation is really about
an unhelpful separation between academic
and vocational education.

1.2 Giving enough attention
to talent?
While recognising that the distinction is
contested, it can also be useful. It reminds
us to give due attention to ‘non-academic’
aptitude and the complexity of assessing
talent. Within the field of talent, there has
perhaps been a specific emphasis on
performance. One research study (Neelands
et al 2005) investigated specific issues about
provision in the performing arts and sport.
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They suggest that identification too often tends
to be performance-based and ignores the
multidimensional aspects of quality, such as
teamwork, leadership, task commitment and
academic skills.
There is generally less research related
specifically to talent but there is in the literature
recognition that schools have generally
been far less adept at identifying talent than
giftedness. Ofsted (2005) indicated, perhaps
unsurprisingly, that in terms of talent rather
than giftedness, it has been much more
difficult for schools to identify potential
rather than realised talent. For this reason,
it is important to include parents and pupils
themselves in such assessment.
The British researcher Joan Freeman
suggested certain typical characteristics of
learners who may be of high ability, as shown
in Table 1.
Identification in the Early Years is particularly
challenging. In this context Freeman (1998) has
recently stressed four important dimensions in
assessment of talent and giftedness with very
young children (see Table 2).
The American psychologist Renzulli (1986) has
developed a triad of overlapping traits that has
become known as the ‘three-ring concept of
giftedness’ (see Figure 1). After an extensive
analysis of research studies of gifted individuals,
Renzulli concluded that giftedness involves
the interaction of three sets of characteristics:
above-average intellectual ability; creativity; and
task commitment. This interaction may result
in giftedness in areas such as mathematics,
philosophy, religion or visual arts, or relate to
one particular aspect of performance, such as
directing a play or cartography.
Renzulli’s three-ring concept of giftedness
has helped educators to look for more than
intellectual ability in identifying pupils with
potential. We now recognise the importance
of creativity. When these two factors are
combined with task commitment, there is
potential for giftedness.

Developing a Gifted and Talented Strategy:
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Table 1: Characteristics of High Ability Learners (Freeman, 1998)
He or she may:
• Be a good reader
• Be very articulate or verbally fluent for his/her age
• G
 ive quick verbal responses (which can be
cheeky)

• H
 ave a good memory that he/she can access
easily
• Be artistic
• Be musical

• Have a wide general knowledge

• Excel at sport

• Learn quickly

• Have strong views and opinions

• B
 e interested in topics which one might
associate with an older child

• Be very sensitive and aware

• C
 ommunicate well with adults – often better
than with his/her peer group
• H
 ave a range of interests, some of which are
almost obsessions
• S
 how unusual and original responses to problemsolving activities
• Prefer verbal to written activities

• F
 ocus on his/her own interests rather than on
what is being taught
• Be socially adept
• Appear arrogant or socially inept
• B
 e easily bored by what he/she perceives as
routine tasks
• Show a strong sense of purpose or leadership
• N
 ot necessarily appear to be well behaved or
well liked by others.

• Be logical
• Be self-taught in his/her own interest areas
• H
 ave an ability to work things out in his/her head
very quickly

Table 2: Freeman’s View of Indicators of High Aptitude in the Early Years
1. Lively minds
The most noticeable feature of gifted children is the liveliness of their minds. This comes across in many
ways, especially in their delight with words. Even as toddlers they’re usually very quick to spot tiny
differences and catch on to unusual associations between ideas.
2. Awareness
Gifted little ones use their radar brains to seek and absorb information, sometimes catching your meaning
before you’ve reached the end of your sentence. They copy other people’s behaviour and learn fast from
the experience. Sometimes they seem quite grown up, although genuine maturity will come later.
3. Ability to learn
A keen appetite for learning, making one wonder where clever children get all their knowledge from: they
seem to absorb it from everywhere – television, people’s conversations, the air!
4. Independence
The clever toddler takes pride in what they can do. Even in their first few days at proper school, they’re
usually outstandingly independent and competent, though some get a shock when they find all the
others working at a very much lower level. Some develop special interests even at nursery school,
though these might change. By the time they reach primary school, they may be really beginning to know
their way around a subject. (See also: www.joanfreeman.com.)
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1.3 Identification of gifted and
talented learners

Figure 1: Renzulli’s Rings
What makes Giftedness?

Above average
intelligence

Task
commitment

Creativity

Treffinger (1986) has built on the work of
Renzulli and identified in some detail the
characteristics associated with each of the
three rings, as shown in Table 3.

Teachernet, the UK government website for
teachers, recommends that ‘identification
must be an ongoing process’ because
‘different abilities emerge at different ages
and in different circumstances’. There
is a consensus among researchers that
identification of gifted and talented pupils
must be made using multiple sources and
strategies including both quantitative and
qualitative data.
There are relative advantages and
disadvantages of different methods of
identification and schools need to consider
these carefully before determining their
own individual and agreed approach to the
identification of pupils who are gifted and
talented. Table 4 indicates the range of
multiple sources for identification and some
of the advantages and shortfalls of particular
methods. By combining several sources it
is possible to minimise the disadvantages of
particular methods.

Table 3: Characteristics of Giftedness (Treffinger, 1986)
Above average intelligence

Creativity

Task commitment

Advanced vocabulary

 uestioning – very curious
Q
about many topics

Sets own goals, standards

Good memory
Learns very quickly and easily
Large fund of information
Generalises skilfully
Comprehends new ideas easily

Has many ideas (fluent)

Intense involvement in
preferred problems and tasks

 ees things in varied ways
S
(flexible)

 nthusiastic about interests
E
and activities

 ffers unique or unusual
O
ideas (original)

 eeds little external
N
motivation when pursuing
tasks

 dds details which make
A
ideas more interesting
(elaborates)

Makes abstractions easily
 erceives similarities,
P
differences, relationships
 akes judgments and
M
decisions

Transforms or combines ideas

High level of energy

 ees implications or
S
consequences easily

 erseveres – does not give up
P
easily when working

Risk-taker – speculates

Completes, shares products

Feels free to disagree

Eager for new projects and
challenges

 inds subtle humour, paradox
F
or discrepancies
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 refers to concentrate on own
P
interests and projects

Assumes responsibility

Developing a Gifted and Talented Strategy:
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Table 4: Methods of Identification
Method

Advantage

Disadvantage

 sing national tests and
U
examinations

• M
 oderated by external objective body
• Allows comparison beyond a school
• Can show progress made

• O
 nly gives performance on a particular
day
• No evidence of the gap between
performance and potential
• A poor instrument for testing some
skills and dispositions such as critical
thinking and creativity
• May put too much emphasis on
factual recall rather than depth of
understanding

Teacher recommendation

• C
 an focus on a wide range of
knowledge and skills
• Based on ongoing knowledge of pupil
• Particularly important for gifted and
talented pupils moving from primary
to secondary schools

• C
 an be inconsistent between teachers
• Can be too dependent on compliance
and diligence factors such as neatness
and completion of work

Parental nomination

• B
 ased on long-term knowledge of
the child

• D
 epends on parental awareness and
influenced by socio-economic status
• Parents can be blind to their child’s
actual rather than perceived level of
performance

Pupil nomination

• C
 an be motivating
• Students are often aware of own
strengths

• R
 equires social confidence and
communication skills

Checklists

• P
 rovide a framework for starting
discussion
• Build on others’ work and knowledge

• C
 an become limiting if about
completing ticks in a number of boxes
• Can be limiting if not all areas are
included

Pupil progress

• S
 hows rate of progress which can be
a better indicator of ability

• P
 upils need opportunities to show
progress
• Will be affected by motivation, which is
not related to ability and may militate
against underachieving able pupils

• C
 an be used to judge whether pupils
achieve beyond the level of attainment
expected for their age

www.cfbt.com

Cross-school aggregation
by teachers

• E
 nsures that giftedness is seen
across subject areas
• Brings staff decisions to a collective
forum

• C
 riteria may vary across departments
• Some pupils may be exceptionally
gifted in some but not all areas of the
curriculum
• May pay too much attention to
standards achieved in tests

Cognitive assessment
tests

• C
 an help support identification for
those who underachieve
• Standardised

• T
 ime and cost of administration
• May involve a cultural bias that
discriminates against students from
some backgrounds

Teacher observation in a
range of contexts (including
pupils’ responses to their
work and talking with
them about what they like,
dislike, and what enables
them to learn best)

• C
 an identify those who demonstrate
social or leadership skills, an aptitude
for problem solving or acute listening
skills

• S
 ome learners can behave quite
differently in and out of classroom
situations

9
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‘‘

Gifted pupils
who do not
succeed in school
are often successful
in outside activities
such as sports,
social occasions
and after-school
jobs.

1.4 Identifying gifted and
talented underachievers
Identifying gifted and talented underachievers
should be a major priority for any school.
A proportion of gifted and talented pupils
fail to make the progress indicated by their
potential. In government school systems a
disproportionate number of these students
are likely to come from some specific
disadvantaged backgrounds. It is here that
there is the greatest possibility of talent going
unrecognised. Underachieving students may
be frustrated and may demonstrate some
problematic behaviour.

‘‘

1.5 Some major reasons for
underachievement
Some of these will operate together and it may
not be easy to separate whether poor learning
has arisen as a result of poor teaching or from
wider issues less related to what happens in
the classroom:
• p
 upils having particular learning needs
which militate against the pupils being able
to show their level of understanding and
skills in examination conditions
• p
 upils becoming disaffected with school
and failing to attend on a regular basis
• p
 upils becoming disaffected with school and
behaving inappropriately, often leading to a
cycle of exclusion and poor attendance
• p
 upils not being stretched sufficiently in
lessons and not being able to show their
true ability, often leading to disaffection
• teachers being unaware of the potential of
some pupils as they had insufficient data on
pupil performance and/or failed to interpret
potential
• s ocial problems arising that are not primarily
related to school.
A comment (Hymer, 2000) on boys’ attainment
is valid for all underachieving pupils:
‘It is the range of possible factors associated
with (boys’) underachievement that makes
the task of addressing the need so difficult
for parents, teachers, education authorities
and governments.’

www.cfbt.com
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UK government advice indicates that gifted
and talented underachievers may tend to:
• have low self-esteem
• b
 e confused about their development and
about why they are behaving as they are
• m
 anipulate their environment to make
themselves feel better
• take a superior attitude to those around them
• find inadequacy in others, in things, in
systems, to excuse their own behaviours.
Underachievement, first and foremost, is a
behaviour and, as such, it can change over time.
Often, underachievement is seen as a problem
of attitude or work habits. However, neither
habits nor attitude can be modified as directly
as behaviour. Thus, referring to ‘underachieving
behaviours’ pinpoints those aspects of pupils’
lives that they are most able to alter.
Underachievement is content and situation
specific. Gifted pupils who do not succeed in
school are often successful in outside activities
such as sports, social occasions and afterschool jobs. Even a pupil who does poorly in
most school subjects may display a talent or
interest in at least one school subject. To label
a pupil as an ‘underachiever’ disregards any
positive outcomes or behaviour that they display.
It is better to label the behaviour than the child
(for example, the child is ‘underachieving in
mathematics and language arts’ rather than
being an ‘underachieving pupil’).
Underachievement is in the eyes of the beholder
to a significant extent. For some pupils (and
teachers and parents), as long as a passing
grade is attained, there is no underachievement.
However, this is measuring achievement against
a peer norm rather than individual potential.
Underachievement is intimately concerned with
the development of self-concept, with successes
often dismissed as luck and challenges avoided.
Some small school-based research
undertaken by Rule (Inside Information, 2006,
pp. 4–6) found three key reasons for underachievement in the classroom. These were:
• lack of challenge in the classroom
• a
 mismatch between teaching and learning
styles

Developing a Gifted and Talented Strategy:
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‘‘

In the UK,
school inspectors
have reported a
tendency for some
schools to identify
a disproportionate
number of gifted
and talented pupils
in economically
favoured groups.

• d
 ifferences between pupil and teacher
expectations about levels of attainment.

1.8 Identifying gifted and talented
pupils within subject areas

As part of the school-based work that
followed, a table was developed by Rule
identifying behaviours associated with
underachievement and possible reasons
for them, which included those listed in
Table 5.

At secondary school and college level
especially, it is likely that the major focus for
identification will reside within the individual
subject department. In the UK, school
inspectors have reported a tendency for some
schools to identify a disproportionate number
of gifted and talented pupils in economically
favoured groups. In a 1997 study they argued
that a specific approach for each subject needs
to be fully developed. QCA has produced
guidance on identification within subject
areas. It is a good idea to look beyond your
own subject area to see the sort of approach
adopted by contrasting departments that can
often be illuminating and sometimes challenge
the assumptions we are all accustomed to
make in our own area of expertise.

1.6 Identifying gifted and talented
pupils with special educational
needs
At first sight it be might be tempting to
dismiss the possibility of those with Special
Educational Needs (SEN) being potentially
or actually gifted and talented. However, this
is clearly not the case. There are excellent
athletes who are physically disabled, excellent
communicators who are deaf and many with
particular talents who have learning difficulties.
To be formally identified by a school as both
gifted and talented and having SEN may be
unusual but it is entirely possible.

‘‘

1.7 Identifying gifted and talented
pupils for whom English is an
additional language
In addition to cultural awareness, it is
important to note that the gifts and talents
of those for whom English is an additional
language are often best recognised by people
who can speak to them in the language they
speak at home.

1.9 Identification of talent as
opposed to giftedness
Whereas giftedness is concerned with
performance, and especially academic
performance as a whole, talent is about
performance and skills in a particular area.
This talent may well be within some facet of a
subject rather than across a subject as a whole.
For example, a pupil may be particularly skilled in
a sport such as squash but may not be a great
all-round athlete and may well be lacking in some
areas. Similarly, in the area of drama some pupils
may excel as actors, some may be unusually
good at combining dance, acting and singing.
In all of the above, a key question arises
for schools. How can we identify a pupil

Table 5: Possible Causes of Challenging Behaviours
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Behaviours

Possible reasons for behaviours

Challenging the relevance of activities set

‘I simply can’t learn like that… I have a passion for
this subject but I’m frustrated that we can’t study
the really interesting bits.’

Spars with, and argues with, teachers

‘You tell me what to think and say – you make me
jump through hoops. You give me no ownership or
independence, no freedom or choice.’

Comes alive in class discussions and says brilliant
things in oral work but written work shows total
lack of effort, care and pride

‘I easily remember things the teacher says and
things I read in books, so I don’t see the point of
having to write them down as well.’
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‘‘

‘‘

… talent is
not just something
that arrives fully
blossomed.

with a particular talent if they have had no
opportunity to experience that particular area
of the curriculum?
Parents and pupils can indicate some of their
out-of-school activities and talents in any
general school information gathering but it is
important that such information is followed up
so that the school is aware of the particular
talents of its pupils in specific terms.
It is apparent that the opportunities afforded
to children out of school will be determined
primarily by the parents or carers of the
children and will not be equal. Activities for
children from certain groups are far more
readily available for some children than others.
Neelands et al (2005) question to what extent
performance is determined by ‘social rather
than natural attributes’. This may arise as
a matter of socio-economic status. It may
also be an issue of culture. A pupil with a
background where she has been exposed to
music at home and has had individual tuition
in playing an instrument, for example, may
appear talented. However, she may be less
potentially talented as a musician than others
who have never had that opportunity and who
might make more actual progress and have a
potentially higher ceiling for performance.
Physical education (PE) departments readily
identified pupils who were good at the
most popular school sports and often, as
in football, these were pupils with access
to local teams and weekend clubs. In solo
sports, like gymnastics and swimming, the
basis of identification was weaker because
previous provision – or information about it –
was less common. Lacking specific criteria,
teachers found it difficult to identify aspects
of performance which gave early indication of
latent talent, which, if appropriately developed,
might lead to high achievement.
Something of the same pattern was evident
in relation to dance and music, where pupils
with strong previous experience evident at
transfer to secondary school were more
likely to be identified as talented than others.
This highlighted the importance of access to
previous provision and the crucial factor of
parental support, including the ability to pay,
for example, for instrumental music tuition
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and transport. Some schools were alert to
this issue and screened pupils for voice and
instrumental aptitude in an effort to identify
those who had had no previous opportunity. In
other schools pupils were invited to volunteer
for selection but this, of course, depended on
the confidence and motivation of the individual
pupils.
It is, therefore, important to give pupils as many
opportunities as possible and capture potential
talent through careful assessment where pupils
are new to an activity, and to use parental
and pupil information. It is also important to
recognise any cultural bias that may exist in the
opportunities on offer – especially in terms of
minority ethnic groups and to assess continually
for those who may have talent.
In their work on drama, Boardman et al (2007)
noted the difficulties:
‘How can any one Drama teacher identify a
talented pupil with this much diversity?
By breaking down Drama into its
fundamental parts, we offer a system that
gives pupils access to different areas of
Drama. Just because someone is a talented
actor does not make him or her talented in
all aspects of the subject.
What about the pupil who is a talented
director but cannot act as effectively? This
new system offers these pupils a chance
to be identified in the talent they have and
develop the other areas of Drama alongside.
By creating an assessment policy which
links many disparate strands of Drama and
provides pupils with differing Drama skills the
chance to shine and progress, we can offer a
system which unifies different approaches.’
They saw as a key part of their work the need
to develop talent:
‘In line with recent research we also wanted
to help create talent… talent is not just
something that arrives fully blossomed. It
needs cultivating and guiding. We felt that
was the job of the Drama department –
helping to create talent.’
For such a situation to work, identification and
provision go hand-in-hand and inform each
other. They are interdependent.

Developing a Gifted and Talented Strategy:
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Step 2: Developing a whole-school approach

‘‘

… an inclusive
approach, seeking
to extend provision
to as many pupils
as possible and to
improve classroom
practice in line with
the development
of personalised
learning.

This chapter examines how to move towards
a whole-school approach for gifted and
talented learning.

• a
 cross gender, and socio-economic, racial,
cultural and religious groups

It assumes that schools will:

• amongst teachers.

• h
 ave in place an agreed process for
identifying gifted and talented pupils
• e
 nsure that all staff understand this and use
the identification policy
• k eep an accurate record of identification
and assessment data relating to gifted and
talented pupils
• review individual progress of gifted and
talented pupils on a regular basis

‘‘

• s elf-evaluate and update the school’s gifted
and talented policy as necessary.

• across and within subject areas

UK government advice on developing an
effective policy for gifted and talented learners
is that the following areas should be included:
• Policy rationale and aims
• Definitions
• Identification
• Provision
• Organisational issues
• Transfer and transition
• Resources

2.1 Developing a school-wide policy

• Monitoring and evaluation.

A consistent school-wide approach to
giftedness is much more likely if there is an
agreed whole-school policy document setting
out how all staff are expected to address the
issue. This policy should be consistent with
other school policies, and should adopt:

The policy may also include a commitment
to maintain a register of gifted and talented
pupils. In England the government expects all
schools and colleges to identify their gifted and
talented learners and to maintain a register, just
as they expect a school to maintain a register
of students with SEN. The register will be a
repository for up-to-date information about
needs, provision and progress. An effective
register will assist in monitoring provision and
its effectiveness at all levels and in tracking
progress, both individually, as subgroups and
as a cohort. (See Table 6.)

‘an inclusive approach, seeking to extend
provision to as many pupils as possible and
to improve classroom practice in line with the
development of personalised learning.’
(Developing Expertise: School-based
Case Studies)
In particular, a policy for gifted and talented
pupils should link with the school’s vision and
mission as well as policies on teaching and
learning, assessment, and pastoral support. By
making such links the policy is in less danger of
standing alone and more likely to be integrated
into all aspects of school life. In the best cases,
it may not be possible ‘to disaggregate the
impact of G&T specific practice and provision
from other school initiatives’.
A school’s provision for gifted and talented
pupils should be coherent and consistent:
• across age groups

www.cfbt.com
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Table 6: Developing a school-level
policy: checklist of questions to address
The school-level policy needs to answer the
following questions:
Q.
Q.
Q.
Q.
Q.
Q.
Q.
Q.

What are we going to do and why?
Who will benefit?
What do we expect to achieve?
Who will carry it out?
How will we do it?
What do we need to be able to do?
How will we know we have achieved success?
How will we evaluate and improve?

Developing a Gifted and Talented Strategy:
Lessons from the UK experience

Step 3: Identifying staff roles and the
Lead Teachers

‘‘

… it is widely
accepted that a
single member
of staff needs to
be designated as
having whole
school responsibility
for issues related
to gifted and
talented students.

Meeting the needs of gifted and talented
students has to be seen as the responsibility
of all staff. At the same time, it is widely
accepted that a single member of staff needs
to be designated as having whole school
responsibility for issues related to gifted and
talented students. Clearly the role of such a
Lead Teacher is potentially very influential but
is unlikely to have great impact without the
active support of the school’s leadership team.
The exact responsibilities of the Lead Teacher
may vary from school to school. However
the role is interpreted, much will depend on
the amount of non-contact management
time allocated for this purpose. The two key
aspects of the role are likely to be:
• the development of whole-school selfevaluation and improvement planning for
the provision and outcomes for gifted and
talented pupils

‘‘

• the development of effective classroom
practice for gifted and talented pupils.
The UK government advises that the role of
Lead Teachers also includes:
• A
 udit, planning and review (including ensuring
effectiveness of: provision, opportunities for
professional development, communication
across subject areas, transfer and transition
between schools, mentoring, assessment,
and equal opportunities)
• L
 eadership and management (including
monitoring, evaluating, implementing and
refining policy)
• E
 nhancing own knowledge, skills and
understanding (such as keeping up to date
with strategies for identifying and providing
for different types of ability, as well as keeping
in touch with key national organisations and
with coordinators in other schools)
• P
 rofessional development and raising
awareness (including supporting colleagues
and raising their awareness, and liaising
with those with responsibility for continuing
professional development)
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• L
 iaison to broaden the curriculum (such as
encouraging the use of resources from the
wider community)
• S
 haring information (including links with
feeder and receiving schools or colleges)
• S
 upport and monitoring (such as working
with others involved in supporting
individuals’ learning (e.g. classroom
assistants, social workers, careers advisers),
working closely with tutors and teachers to
support pupils’ social and emotional needs,
and fostering good relationships and liaison
with parents). (See Table 7.)

Developing a Gifted and Talented Strategy:
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Table 7: The Role of the Gifted and Talented Lead Teacher/Coordinator
1. Audit, planning and review
The gifted and talented coordinator should make a significant contribution to review of the school
approach, with audits covering the following:
• effectiveness of provision: pace, breadth and depth within the curriculum
• opportunities for professional development
• communication across subject areas on provision for the gifted and talented
• the effectiveness of transfer and transition from previous schools
• mentoring systems and support for independent learning
• assessment policy
• equal opportunities, particularly where grouping and selection is involved.
2. Leadership and management
• M
 onitoring, evaluating and refining an institutional policy for meeting the needs of gifted and talented
young people, in conjunction with the headteacher/principal and school board.
• T
 aking a leading role in implementing the whole-institution policy, supported by senior and middle
management; reporting regularly to the senior management team and school board.
3. Enhancing own knowledge, skills and understanding
• Keeping up to date with the range of strategies for identifying and providing for different types of ability
• Keeping up to date with developments and thinking in the teaching of gifted and talented learners
• Keeping in touch with key national organisations and with Lead Teachers in other schools.
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Step 4: Providing for students

‘‘

4.1 Extension

… subjectbased acceleration
is more common
in some subjects
than others, notably
mathematics and
modern foreign
languages.

Providing for gifted and talented students
within the mainstream classroom is commonly
referred to as extension. Extension involves
pupils following a ‘standard’ curriculum but
to a different depth. This is achieved through
the provision of more complex resources and
materials but especially through tackling more
challenging questions and tasks, which require
higher levels of thinking and greater breadth
and depth of knowledge.
Acceleration can be applied either to individual
subjects or across the range of subjects. It
is much more widely applied in secondary
than in primary schools. Acceleration involves
moving a gifted or talented learner or group of
learners to work with a group of older children
or young people. There is evidence that, until
recently, subject-based acceleration has been
more common in some subjects than others,
notably mathematics and modern foreign
languages. There has been little attention paid
to the rationale for this and little discussion of
the relative appropriateness of acceleration
in such subjects. It can also involve an entire
cohort undertaking a course of study normally
associated with older learners. But a faster
pace of learning can be introduced for smaller
numbers of pupils without removing them from
their normal class.

‘‘

Acceleration often involves completing an
age-related programme at a more rapid rate
than is normal or in taking a qualification
early. Feldhusen (2003) notes that many gifted
and talented pupils have ‘the motivation and
the ability to surge ahead of what is normative
for their ages and grade levels’ and benefit
from exposure to more advanced materials
and challenge.
4.1.1 Compacting and extension
The phrase ‘compacting’ has been used
to describe a shortening of existing course
materials. The rationale for this is that gifted and
talented pupils especially may already be familiar
with a significant proportion of course content
which will allow a course to be covered in less
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than the required amount of time. This would
allow further enrichment or extension within the
subject or create time for alternative courses.
For pupils who complete accelerated
programmes of study there are a number of
options which include:
• additional enrichment curriculum
• taking additional qualifications and/or new
subjects
• working on the next key stage at an earlier age.
4.1.2 Acceleration in primary schools
Acceleration in the Early Years needs to be
considered most carefully, as some children
enter school having had greater opportunities
than others and can appear very bright until
the less advantaged catch up. (This is not
to suggest that the more advanced children
should mark time. They should be encouraged
to progress their learning from the outset.)
Partial acceleration may be appropriate for
some children (for example, a Year 1 pupil
working with a Year 2 or Year 3 group for
writing, reading or mathematical activities, but
staying with peers for other activities). In mixedage classes, partial acceleration may happen
as a natural part of classroom organisation.
However, accelerating learners to a class or
classes with teachers who are untrained in
receiving younger pupils may be counterproductive: there could be significant emotional
costs in terms of loss of friends, which can be
compounded by an individual’s lack of maturity,
delayed emotional development and smaller size.
4.1.3 Teaching extension programmes
For extension to be effective teachers need
a good knowledge of the subject at a higher
level than they would normally work at with a
given age group, as well as a good knowledge
of the pupils’ abilities and personalities, and
good pedagogical skills, especially as relates
to questioning and problem-solving and the use
of more open-ended tasks.
Before undertaking acceleration, the school
needs to have a clear view of the long-term

Developing a Gifted and Talented Strategy:
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‘‘

Even where
grouping is used
to reduce the range
of ability within a
set, there will
remain a wide range
of abilities and
learning styles.

implications of its actions. This may involve
thinking about the following questions:

4.1.5 Issues that need to be addressed
in setting

• What will be the impact on the students?

• T
 he need for a clear rationale for placement
within a set

• How will the subject(s) be taught?
• How will the time created be used?
• W
 hat, if any, are the social and emotional
implications of acceleration?
• W
 hat will be the impact on standards
achieved and reported?
• What staff training might be needed?
• H
 ow will decisions be communicated to
key stakeholders, especially parents and
students?

‘‘

There are both advantages and disadvantages
to using acceleration programmes, as shown
in Table 8.
4.1.4 Grouping learners to meet
different needs
When deciding how to group learners, schools
and colleges need to be clear about what
they are trying to achieve and use the different
forms – setting, within-class grouping and
mixed-ability grouping – selectively and flexibly.
In schools where there is ability grouping,
streaming has now largely been replaced by
setting. Streaming involved students being
permanently separated into different ability
‘streams’ for all subjects. Setting is a more
flexible arrangement whereby there are
specific ability groups for subjects or groups
of subjects. Historically, setting has been used
more in subjects which have been perceived
to be ‘linear’, such as languages, mathematics
and science, and setting has been less
common in art, music and physical education.

• T
 he need for robust assessment data to
underpin decisions about setting
• T
 he degree of flexibility and mobility required
so that setting can be fine-tuned
• T
 imetabling where sometimes subjects
are grouped together for setting purposes
but where pupils may have quite different
abilities between subjects
• E
 nsuring that teacher expectations remain
high for ‘lower’ sets
• T
 he behaviour and motivation of students,
including those in ‘lower’ sets.
Even where grouping is used to reduce the
range of ability within a set, there will remain
a wide range of abilities and learning styles.
Studies show that there is a tendency to:
• limit the scope of differentiation in a set, on the
assumption that the group is homogeneous
• u
 se whole-class teaching with a more
uniform approach and a fixed pace
• p
 lace greater emphasis on curriculum coverage
at the expense of depth of knowledge and
understanding (with higher sets). (See Table 9.)
4.1.6 Within-class grouping
Within-class grouping (i.e. learners working in
groups established by the teacher) is a feature
of many primary schools’ practice, and is now
increasingly common in secondary schools
that use group work (particularly for literacy
and numeracy).

Table 8: Issues and advantages of extension
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Potential advantages

Issues

Provides additional learning opportunities within
the classroom

Depends upon the soundness of the original
curriculum

Makes higher demands on pupils

Students may resent the additional burdens
placed on them

Builds on the conventional curriculum

Makes high demands on teacher knowledge

Is not divisive

Logistics and/or funding can be an issue
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Table 9: Issues and advantages around setting
Potential advantages

Issues

Reduces the ability range within a class and allows
a tighter match between teaching and learning

There will still be a wide range of abilities and
learning styles within any set

May motivate those in higher sets

May demotivate those in lower sets

Can increase pace for the more able

May demotivate those who see higher sets as
‘geeky’ and have ability but try to avoid these sets

Can support acceleration and enrichment

Movement between sets can be difficult to
achieve and continuity can be affected where
pupils move sets

Peer group challenge is more likely, especially in
higher sets

Pupils may be placed according to behaviour as
much as on ability

Can ease the burdens of teacher planning

Can lead to difficult-to-manage lower sets
Most learners are not exposed to the ideas of
able peers

Although most internal grouping is based on
ability, other forms of grouping are possible.
These include:
• social groups
• mixed-ability groups
• learning-style groups
• shared-interest groups.
The most important aspect of grouping is the
educational reason for the grouping. This may,

especially in primary schools, where the bulk
of the curriculum is likely to be delivered by
the same teacher in the same environment,
vary appreciably from subject to subject and
for aspects within a subject. It is important to
avoid the feeling of a pecking order by ability
groups which are permanent.
Much of the research into the effects of withinclass grouping on learners of different ability
levels suggests that it has a positive impact on
the achievement of all learners. (See Table 10.)

Table 10: Issues and benefits around within-class grouping
Potential advantages

Issues

Supports the teacher to modify learning outcomes
for particular groups

Is flexible and can be changed quickly

Allows a focus for teacher and other adult support

May lower expectations for some groups

Can increase pace for the more able

Much group work is not actually group work but
about individual working alongside others

Is flexible and can be changed quickly

Too often, ability grouping alone is used

Can allow pupils to work with different groups
of pupils

Internal hierarchies in pupils can be reinforced

Supports cooperative learning and social and
educational communication

Can reduce the amount of time available for class
teaching

Involves more pupils at an appropriate level
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‘‘

4.1.7 Mixed-ability grouping

Learning
mentors are making
a significant effect
on the attendance,
behaviour, selfesteem and
progress of
the pupils they
support…

When it operates well, mixed-ability grouping
can support all learners appropriately.
Many subject and class teachers manage it
successfully by using a wide range of teaching
strategies, differentiated teaching materials
and assessment.
However, mixed-ability grouping is both
challenging and demanding for teachers.
Where it is inadequately resourced or
practised, it can depress the achievement of
some learners (often the most and least able).
Mixed-ability grouping:
• gives all pupils access to a shared curriculum

‘‘

• p
 romotes cooperative behaviour and social
integration
• m
 akes it easier for the staff to address
individual needs
• reduces competition and labelling
• a
 llows individuals to learn at an appropriate
pace
• a
 llows learners to be stimulated by others
and/or their needs.
However, in terms of more able pupils, mixedability grouping may fail to stretch them and,
on occasions, they may develop social skills
working with the less able but fail to capitalise
on their learning potential. The composiiton of
groups and setting of tasks by the teacher also
requires careful consideration and there can be
a tendency to allocate time unequally between
groups as a result of the needs of some pupils.
Where mixed-ability grouping is poorly planned
and implemented there can be a failure to
meet the needs of learners, particularly the
most and least able.
4.1.8 Mentoring
Mentoring is a relatively recent intervention
in schools and was introduced in England
through the Excellence in Cities programme.
It is a tool for empowerment and has proved
especially useful in terms of supporting
pupils to reach their potential. It has thus
been used increasingly for students who are
gifted and talented. For the mentor–mentee
relationship to work there must be time, trust,
mutual respect and some common ground.
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A good mentor does not provide answers but
opportuniites for the mentee to reflect, plan and
come up with their own solutions. As part of
this the mentor will help the mentee to develop
confidence and gain in self-awareness.
‘Mentoring is to support and encourage
people to manage their own learning
in order that they may maximise their
potential, develop their skills, improve their
performance and become the person they
want to be.’
Eric Parsloe, The Oxford School of
Coaching and Mentoring
In England, the Learning Mentors section on
the Standards website ‘provides a broad range
of information and support materials relating
to Learning Mentor provision for schools and
colleges.’ The Learning Mentor Functional
Map (available on the home page) describes
the work as providing ‘support and guidance
to children, young people and those engaged
with them, by removing barriers to learning
in order to promote effective participation,
enhance individual learning, raise aspirations
and achieve full potential.’ See Children’s
Workforce Development Council (CWDC)
(2008) Learning Mentor Functional Map, at
www.cwdcouncil.org.uk/learning-mentors/
management-and-support-materials
The approach in England divides the work into
three broad areas:
• p
 roviding a complementary service that
enhances existing provision in order to
support learning, participation and the
encouragement of social inclusion
• d
 eveloping and maintaining effective and
supportive mentoring relationships with
children, young people and those engaged
with them
• w
 orking within an extended range of
networks and partnerships to broker
support and learning opportunities, and
improve the quality of services to children
and young people.
Learning mentors were one of the most
successful elements of the Excellence in Cities
programme for schools in England serving
disadvantaged urban communities.

Developing a Gifted and Talented Strategy:
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‘Learning mentors are making a significant
effect on the attendance, behaviour,
self-esteem and progress of the pupils
they support… the most successful and
highly valued strand of the Excellence in
Cities programme… In 95 per cent of the
survey schools, inspectors judged that the
mentoring programme made a positive
contribution to the mainstream provision of
the school as a whole, and had a beneficial
effect on the behaviour of individual pupils
and on their ability to learn and make
progress.’
Excellence in Cities and Education
Action Zones: management and impact
(Ofsted, 2003)
As relates to the gifted and talented,
mentors have been used in quite different
ways, including:
• supporting the underachieving able pupil
• d
 eveloping academic excellence in a
specific subject or talent area
• d
 eveloping a range of higher-level skills
through business links
• p
 eer mentoring within a school with older
pupils mentoring younger pupils
• providing support at a time of transition.
In one example cited on the QCA website,
mentoring suport is made available to talented
sportsmen and women who are part of
regional and/or national teams.
‘Working in close partnership with selected
national governing bodies of sport, staff at
the school provide neutral mentor support
to talented sports performers. These
teachers, from a range of subject areas, are
available to help talented pupils balance their
academic studies with the demands they
face as international athletes. The mentor
works with young athletes, their parents and
coaches to map out a plan that takes into
account the pupils’ aspirations and needs
throughout their school career. Although
extremely demanding, the role of mentor is
very fulfilling and rewarding. The school has
also developed strong links with the local
university, which provides sports science
support to talented pupils.’
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In another example, the focus was on
academic achievement in the sixth form and
preparation for university. The school targeted
two local universities and approached tutors
in different subject areas to find out whether
they were interested in building links with the
school. Very quickly, the school had a visiting
academic mentor in most key subject areas.
‘The most able pupils in Years 11 and 13
(including some who were underachieving)
were asked to choose two subjects in which
they would be interested in extension work.
About once a term, they had a 20-minute
academic review with mentors in these
subjects. At the meetings, the mentors
explored the pupils’ current work in the subject
and checked their depth of understanding,
while the pupils found out about the
mentors’ current research or work interests.
Action points for the pupils’ progress were
identified (often new areas to research or
internet sources to investigate). These were
openly shared with subject teachers, who
also found them a helpful indication of new
directions of thought and study.’
The majority of pupils found the experience
rewarding and stimulating, and became more
interested in their work. Results improved,
especially at the higher grade levels.
Underachieving pupils, in particular, gained
motivation from the experience.
Gifted and talented pupils may also be mentors
themselves to other pupils including those who
are gifted and talented. This accords with the
thinking in Bloom’s taxonomy where teaching
others is the highest level of skill consolidation
and development.
This may occur academically or in other
areas of the curriculum and school life. Kings
Norton High School, for example, decided to
introduce sports mentors to try to improve
behaviour and the quality of play at lunchtimes
as part of the mentor’s development of
leadership skills. Staff selected nine Year 11
pupils from the GCSE PE group who they
thought could be good sports mentors. The
pupils were trained to lead and organise
activities for younger pupils. Several were
called in to help with primary school healthy
days and other events.
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‘‘

‘‘

Enrichment
involves offering
learners a
wide variety of
opportunities…

Within Dowdales School the concept of
mentoring was used as a key part of their work
to see how they could make use of the Quality
Standards for the gifted and talented, which
were then at a consultative stage. They found
that the mentoring element was a strong tool
that led to improved relationships between
staff and pupils and they anticipated a positive
impact on results which was realisable during
the timescale of their work. (See Table 11.)

4.2 Enrichment
Providing for students through additional and
supplementary experiences is commonly
refered to as enrichment. Enrichment involves

offering learners a wide variety of opportunities,
not usually encountered as part of the standard
curriculum. This might include visits, additional
clubs, speakers, or the use of the community
and resources such as higher education,
museums, galleries. As with extension, there
are both advantages and disadvantages to
working in this way, as shown in Table 12.
Research has shown that enrichment does
result in greater gains in learning for gifted
students compared with gifted students who
do not receive enrichment (see Rogers, 1991).
Enrichment can also produce substantial
improvements in achievement, critical thinking,
and creative thinking for gifted and talented
learners (Vaughn et al 1991). Gains appeared

Table 11: Issues and advantages around mentoring
Potential advantages

Issues

Builds or consolidates relationships between pupils
and adults

Requires adult time

Provides quality personal time

Needs to be a priority and happen at regular
intervals

Provides personal challenge

Requires quality mentors

Is motivational

Requires a good match between mentor and
mentee

Is of benefit to the mentor as well

Can be seen as about giving answers rather than
setting a framework for decisions

Is seen as relevant by pupils
Is especially useful for underperforming pupils
Impacts positively on standards

Table 12: Issues and advantages of enrichment
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Potential advantages

Issues

Provides additional learning opportunities at a
high level

Can be divisive as these opportunities may not be
open to all

Can be motivating for those who participate

Can be demotivating for those who do not participate

Is unrestricted by conventional curriculum

Can be poorly related to the basic curriculum

Provides the opportunity often to work with different
‘teachers’ in a different environment

Logistics and funding can be an issue

Can develop interest and stimulation and offer
signposts to future study

Can be too onerous in what is expected of the pupil
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to be greatest for achievement when the
experience was an extension of the regular
classroom curriculum (Rogers, 1993).
Examples of enrichment activities
Enrichment relates to breadth of study and
experience. Examples of enrichment could
include:
• d
 eveloping a broader curriculum alongside
the statutory curriculum to enrich and
enhance provision
• s ubjects such as philosophy, additional
languages, drama, music, astronomy,
statistics, chess, debating groups
• e
 ncouraging students to work in short target
groups on specific issues or projects for a
relatively short period
• c
 ommunity projects, competitions, minienterprises
• subject-specific study support.
Ensuring quality
Although enrichment activities can be an
optimal means of providing opportunities for
students’ potential to be released, they can be
difficult to link back to mainstream work:
‘Many schools tend to make sure that
schemes of work set out what is meant by
a high level of challenge and provide
guidance on ways of enriching and
extending work for higher attainers. While
activities outside normal lessons are often
stimulating, they do not generally link well
with mainstream work.’
(Ofsted, 2003, para 126)
The quality of enrichment/study support is also
important. The UK government suggests study
support opportunities work best when:
• they are delivered by enthusiasts
• they are carefully planned, evaluated and
modified as and when necessary
• they have clear outcomes which relate to
pupils’ needs and have a tangible endproduct e.g. certificates, better examination
grades
• they are directly relevant to classroom
activity, not bolt-on
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• c
 hildren are correctly chosen to participate
in study support activities
• p
 upils and parents have clear expectations
and responsibilities
• they are related to NC content and can
extend student understanding or are in an
area of student interest outside the NC
• they involve partners from the local community
• e
 xternal agencies or local teachers providing
study support are well trained and have
experience at working with these students
• they are fun.
The Schoolwide Enrichment Model
One of the most well known enrichment
programmes is the Schoolwide Enrichment
Model (SEM). The SEM is an organisational
plan for delivering enrichment and acceleration
through an integrated continuum of services
(see Figure 2). The word ‘integrated’ is
emphasised because maximum payoff is
achieved when a service provided through one
component of the model enables students
who show superior performance or advanced
interest to escalate their experience through
options that might be available through
other service delivery components. Services
provided by the model range from general
enrichment for both wide-ranging and targeted
subgroups to highly individualised curriculum
modification procedures for rapid learners
and first-hand investigative opportunities for
highly motivated individuals and small groups.
The model also includes a broad array of
specific grouping arrangements based on
commonalities in abilities, interests, learning
styles, and preferences for various modes of
expression (Renzulli and Reis, 2008).

4.3 Combining extension
and enrichment
Enrichment and extension need not be
mutually exclusive and perhaps the best
strategy is to do both: create a mainstream
classroom environment that meets the needs
of gifted and talented students, while also
providing additional targeted opportunities.
Indeed, some academics warn that enrichment
programmes alone ‘are, even at best,
potentially dangerous if not accompanied
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Figure 2: The Integrated Continuum of Special Services
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Leadership
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Pull-Out Groups by Targeted
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•
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•
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Creative/Productive

Learning Styles

•
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Special Schools
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------

Input

------

Process

or followed by acceleration of placement in
subject matter and/or grade’ (Stanley, 1979 ).
A lot of time and energy is often spent
deciding whether differentiation should focus
on acceleration versus enrichment for gifted
learners. In reality, the distinction between
these two is often blurred as high quality
enrichment often results in acceleration
and typically involves advanced content
(Olszewski-Kubilius & Limburg-Weber).
Schiever and Maker (1997) build upon the work
of others in making the case that acceleration
and enrichment are inextricably bound
together. They use the metaphor of water and
heat, which, when combined under the right
conditions, produce a qualitatively different
product – steam. Similarly, acceleration and
enrichment processes applied simultaneously
to a curriculum have the potential to change
it from something that does not meet the
needs of talented students into something
qualitatively different that does.
The decision about whether to provide
enrichment or acceleration to students is
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Output

dependent upon several factors, including
the level of ability of the student to think and
reason in the subject area and the mesh
between the student and an accelerated
placement. The more advanced the students’
abilities are, the more likely some form of
acceleration is appropriate. Factors such as
the student’s physical size (i.e. ability to blend
in with older children), comfort with older
peers, and support from family and teachers
affect a student’s compatibility with some
forms of acceleration. Compatibility varies with
the type of acceleration. For example, blending
in with older students is not a concern with
a fast-paced class in which students are all
the same age, but will be an issue with grade
skipping (Olszewski-Kubilius & Limburg-Weber
1999). Researchers suggest that acceleration
programmes are best applied to disciplines in
which progress is continuous and exposure
to higher levels of curriculum is beneficial (e.g.
mathematics or foreign languages) whereas
enrichment programmes are best applied to
areas in which depth and breadth of work
can be manipulated (e.g. literature or history)
(Passow, 1996).
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Step 5: Troubleshooting

‘‘

‘‘

Gifted and
talented learners
are not a
homogeneous
group.

In addressing whole-school provision it
is worth recognising that there could be
resistance to the whole concept of making
provision for the gifted and talented. Table
13 encapsulates the stereotypical positions
relating to provision.
Whatever you think of the individual arguments
(and research and current practice hold mixed
views) it is apparent that addressing the needs
of those who are gifted and talented may be
contentious. Without agreement at school
level about how to identify and make provision
for gifted and talented pupils, issues and
undercurrents are likely to remain, impacting
negatively on provision and performance.

5.1 Myths about characteristics
of gifted and talented learners
Gifted and talented learners are not a
homogeneous group. They cannot therefore
display group characteristics, yet they are
sometimes stereotyped in this way and can
suffer from an image of ‘geekinesss’. Table
14 encapsulates the stereotypes, and their
opposition.

Table 13: Stereotypical views about making provision
Why should we deploy more resources to those who are doing well when we have other more
deserving cases?
Pupils should not be subjected to extra pressure because they are able and should be allowed to be
children and just enjoy school.
We should not give pupils a label as it places undue pressure on them and may alienate them from others.
No need to intervene. We are talking about able pupils who may be deemed, almost by definition, as
those who are likely to succeed.
Parents with aspirations for their children, often from particular social groups, will access provision
unequally and so social equity will be further unbalanced.
If we accelerate these pupils then what will they do in future classes when they have already covered
the work?
If we identify pupils as gifted and talented and later take them off a gifted and talented register, how will
this make them feel?
We do not really have such pupils at our school and we should not be engaged in making specific
provision.
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Table 14: Stereotypical views about gifted and talented learners

www.cfbt.com

View

Opposition

Gifted and talented pupils are
good at everything

This is clearly untrue and true giftedness and talent may well lead
to in-depth interest and study of a particular area.

Learning comes easily to them
at all times

Pupils may be struggling with concepts that are beyond their
immediate understanding.

Gifted and talented pupils are
socially and emotionally mature

Pupils are individuals and have social and emotional needs that
may be the same as their peers. However, they may also benefit
from working with older children.

Gifted and talented pupils are
the top ‘x’ per cent in a given
population

Giftedness and talent emerge in different ways and not all pupils
with talent excel as they might.

Gifted and talented pupils love
to work

This may be true in a particular area of skills, knowledge or interest
but the time spent here may militate against the time available for
other work.

Gifted and talented pupils are
social isolates

Campbell et al (2006) examined the particular characteristics of
gifted and talented pupils. In all aspects the pupils in the survey
showed very positive self-concepts and self-esteem: ‘Gifted
and talented pupils describe themselves as being popular
with their peers and teachers, enjoying school, having good
relationships with their parents and having very positive selfconcepts and self-esteem.’
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